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The Informed Dialogue: 
Interacting with Literature 


When we pick up a book, we usually do so with 
the anticipation of pleasure. We hope that by en- 
tering the time and place of the novel and sharing 
the thoughts and actions of the characters, we will 
find enjoyment. Unfortunately, this is often not the 
case; we are disappointed. But we should ask, has 
the author failed us, or have we failed the author? 


We establish a dialogue with the author, the 
book, and with ourselves when we read. Con- 
sciously and unconsciously, we ask questions: 
“Why did the author write this book?” “Why did 
the author choose that time, place, or character?” 
“How did the author achieve that effect?” “Why 
did the character act that way?” “Would I act in the 
same way?” The answers we receive depend upon 
how much information about literature in general 
and about that book specifically we ourselves bring 
to our reading. 


Young children have limited life and literary 
experiences. Being young, children frequently do 
not know how to go about exploring a book, nor 
sometimes, even know the questions to ask of a 
book. The books they read help them answer ques- 
tions, the author often coming right out and telling 
young readers the things they are learning or are 
expected to learn. The perennial classic, The Little 
Engine That Could, tells its readers that, among 
other things, it is good to help others and brings 
happiness: 


“Hurray, hurray,” cried the funny little clown and all 
the dolls and toys. “The good little boys and girls in 
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the city will be happy because you helped us, kind, 
Little Blue Engine.” 


In picture books, messages are often blatant 
and simple, the dialogue between the author and 
reader one-sided. Young children are concerned 
with the end result of a book—the enjoyment 
gained, the lesson learned—trather than with how 
that result was obtained. As we grow older and read 
further, however, we question more. We come to 
expect that the world within the book will closely 
mirror the concerns of our world, and that the au- 
thor will show these through the events, descrip- 
tions, and conversations within the story, rather 
than telling of them. We are now expected to do 
the interpreting, carry on our share of the dialogue 
with the book and author, and glean not only the 
author’s message, but comprehend how that mes- 
sage and the overall affect of the book were 
achieved. Sometimes, however, we need help to do 
these things. Novels for Students provides that help. 


A novel is made up of many parts interacting 
to create a coherent whole. In reading a novel, the 
more obvious features can be easily spotted— 
theme, characters, plot—but we may overlook the 
more subtle elements that greatly influence how the 
novel is perceived by the reader: viewpoint, mood 
and tone, symbolism, or the use of humor. By fo- 
cusing on both the obvious and more subtle liter- 
ary elements within a novel, Novels for Students 
aids readers in both analyzing for message and in 
determining how and why that message is com- 
municated. In the discussion on Harper Lee’s To 
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Kill a Mockingbird (Vol. 2), for example, the 
mockingbird as a symbol of innocence is dealt with, 
among other things, as is the importance of Lee’s 
use of humor which “enlivens a serious plot, adds 
depth to the characterization, and creates a sense 
of familiarity and universality.” The reader comes 
to understand the internal elements of each novel 
discussed—as well as the external influences that 
help shape it. 

“The desire to write greatly,” Harold Bloom 
of Yale University says, “is the desire to be else- 
where, in a time and place of one’s own, in an orig- 
inality that must compound with inheritance, with 
an anxiety of influence.” A writer seeks to create 
a unique world within a story, but although it is 
unique, it is not disconnected from our own world. 
It speaks to us because of what the writer brings to 
the writing from our world: how he or she was 
raised and educated; his or her likes and dislikes; 
the events occurring in the real world at the time 
of the writing, and while the author was growing 
up. When we know what an author has brought to 
his or her work, we gain a greater insight into both 
the “originality” (the world of the book), and the 
things that “compound” it. This insight enables us 
to question that created world and find answers 
more readily. By informing ourselves, we are able 
to establish a more effective dialogue with both 
book and author. 


Novels for Students, in addition to providing a 
plot summary and descriptive list of characters— 
to remind readers of what they have read—also ex- 
plores the external influences that shaped each 
book. Each entry includes a discussion of the au- 
thor’s background, and the historical context in 
which the novel was written. It is vital to know, for 
instance, that when Ray Bradbury was writing 
Fahrenheit 451 (Vol. 1), the threat of Nazi domi- 
nation had recently ended in Europe, and the Mc- 
Carthy hearings were taking place in Washington, 
D.C. This information goes far in answering the 
question, “Why did he write a story of oppressive 
government control and book burning?” Similarly, 
it is important to know that Harper Lee, author of 
To Kill a Mockingbird, was born and raised in Mon- 
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roeville, Alabama, and that her father was a lawyer. 
Readers can now see why she chose the south as a 
setting for her novel—it is the place with which she 
was most familiar—and start to comprehend her 
characters and their actions. 


Novels for Students helps readers find the an- 
swers they seek when they establish a dialogue 
with a particular novel. It also aids in the posing 
of questions by providing the opinions and inter- 
pretations of various critics and reviewers, broad- 
ening that dialogue. Some reviewers of To Kill A 
Mockingbird, for example, “faulted the novel’ s cli- 
max as melodramatic.” This statement leads read- 
ers to ask, “Is it, indeed, melodramatic?” “If not, 
why did some reviewers see it as such?” “Tf it is, 
why did Lee choose to make it melodramatic?” “Is 
melodrama ever justified?” By being spurred to ask 
these questions, readers not only learn more about 
the book and its writer, but about the nature of writ- 
ing itself. 

The literature included for discussion in Nov- 
els for Students has been chosen because it has 
something vital to say to us. Of Mice and Men, 
Catch-22, The Joy Luck Club, My Antonia, A Sep- 
arate Peace and the other novels here speak of life 
and modern sensibility. In addition to their indi- 
vidual, specific messages of prejudice, power, 
love or hate, living and dying, however, they and 
all great literature also share a common intent. 
They force us to think—about life, literature, and 
about others, not just about ourselves. They pry us 
from the narrow confines of our minds and thrust 
us outward to confront the world of books and the 
larger, real world we all share. Novels for Students 
helps us in this confrontation by providing the 
means of enriching our conversation with litera- 
ture and the world, by creating an informed dia- 
logue, one that brings true pleasure to the personal 
act of reading. 


Sources 
Harold Bloom, The Western Canon, The Books and School 
of the Ages, Riverhead Books, 1994. 


Watty Piper, The Little Engine That Could, Platt & Munk, 
1930. 


Anne Devereaux Jordan 
Senior Editor, TALL 
(Teaching and Learning Literature) 
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Introduction 


Purpose of the Book 


The purpose of Novels for Students (NfS) is to 
provide readers with a guide to understanding, en- 
joying, and studying novels by giving them easy 
access to information about the work. Part of Gale’s 
“For Students” Literature line, NfS is specifically 
designed to meet the curricular needs of high school 
and undergraduate college students and their teach- 
ers, as well as the interests of general readers and 
researchers considering specific novels. While each 
volume contains entries on “classic” novels fre- 
quently studied in classrooms, there are also entries 
containing hard-to-find information on contempo- 
rary novels, including works by multicultural, in- 
ternational, and women novelists. 


The information covered in each entry includes 
an introduction to the novel and the novel’s author; 
a plot summary, to help readers unravel and under- 
stand the events in a novel; descriptions of impor- 
tant characters, including explanation of a given char- 
acter’s role in the novel as well as discussion about 
that character’s relationship to other characters in the 
novel; analysis of important themes in the novel; and 
an explanation of important literary techniques and 
movements as they are demonstrated in the novel. 


In addition to this material, which helps the 
readers analyze the novel itself, students are also 
provided with important information on the liter- 
ary and historical background informing each 
work. This includes a historical context essay, a 
box comparing the time or place the novel was writ- 


ten to modern Western culture, a critical overview 
essay, and excerpts from critical essays on the 
novel. A unique feature of NfS is a specially com- 
missioned overview essay on each novel by an aca- 
demic expert, targeted toward the student reader. 


To further aid the student in studying and en- 
joying each novel, information on media adapta- 
tions is provided, as well as reading suggestions for 
works of fiction and nonfiction on similar themes 
and topics. Classroom aids include ideas for re- 
search papers and lists of critical sources that pro- 
vide additional material on the novel. 


Selection Criteria 


The titles for each volume of NfS were selected 
by surveying numerous sources on teaching litera- 
ture and analyzing course curricula for various 
school districts. Some of the sources surveyed in- 
cluded: literature anthologies; Reading Lists for 
College-Bound Students: The Books Most Recom- 
mended by America’s Top Colleges; textbooks on 
teaching the novel; a College Board survey of nov- 
els commonly studied in high schools; a National 
Council of Teachers of English (NCTE) survey of 
novels commonly studied in high schools; the 
NCTE’s Teaching Literature in High School: The 
Novel; and the Young Adult Library Services As- 
sociation (YALSA) list of best books for young 
adults of the past twenty-five years. 


Input was also solicited from our expert advi- 
sory board, as well as educators from various ar- 
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eas. From these discussions, it was determined that 
each volume should have a mix of “classic” nov- 
els (those works commonly taught in literature 
classes) and contemporary novels for which infor- 
mation is often hard to find. Because of the inter- 
est in expanding the canon of literature, an em- 
phasis was also placed on including works by 
international, multicultural, and women authors. 
Our advisory board members—current high school 
teachers—helped pare down the list for each vol- 
ume. If a work was not selected for the present vol- 
ume, it was often noted as a possibility for a future 
volume. As always, the editor welcomes sugges- 
tions for titles to be included in future volumes. 


How Each Entry Is Organized 


Each entry, or chapter, in NfS focuses on one 
novel. Each entry heading lists the full name of the 
novel, the author’s name, and the date of the 
novel’s publication. The following elements are 
contained in each entry: 


¢ Introduction: a brief overview of the novel 
which provides information about its first ap- 
pearance, its literary standing, any controversies 
surrounding the work, and major conflicts or 
themes within the work. 


¢ Author Biography: this section includes basic 
facts about the author’s life, and focuses on 
events and times in the author’s life that inspired 
the novel in question. 


¢ Plot Summary: a description of the major 
events in the novel, with interpretation of how 
these events help articulate the novel’s themes. 
Lengthy summaries are broken down with sub- 
heads. 


e Characters: an alphabetical listing of major 
characters in the novel. Each character name is 
followed by a brief to an extensive description 
of the character’s role in the novel, as well as 
discussion of the character’s actions, relation- 
ships, and possible motivation. 


Characters are listed alphabetically by last name. 
If a character is unnamed—for instance, the nar- 
rator in Invisible Man—the character is listed as 
“The Narrator” and alphabetized as “Narrator.” 
If a character’s first name is the only one given, 
the name will appear alphabetically by the name. 


Variant names are also included for each char- 
acter. Thus, the full name “Jean Louise Finch” 
would head the listing for the narrator of To Kill 
a Mockingbird, but listed in a separate cross-ref- 
erence would be the nickname “Scout Finch.” 
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¢ Themes: a thorough overview of how the major 
topics, themes, and issues are addressed within 
the novel. Each theme discussed appears in a 
separate subhead, and is easily accessed through 
the boldface entries in the Subject/Theme Index. 


e Style: this section addresses important style el- 
ements of the novel, such as setting, point of 
view, and narration; important literary devices 
used, such as imagery, foreshadowing, symbol- 
ism; and, if applicable, genres to which the work 
might have belonged, such as Gothicism or Ro- 
manticism. Literary terms are explained within 
the entry, but can also be found in the Glossary. 


* Historical and Cultural Context: This section 
outlines the social, political, and cultural climate 
in which the author lived and the novel was cre- 
ated. This section may include descriptions of 
related historical events, pertinent aspects of 
daily life in the culture, and the artistic and lit- 
erary sensibilities of the time in which the work 
was written. If the novel is a historical work, in- 
formation regarding the time in which the novel 
is set is also included. Each section is broken 
down with helpful subheads. 


e Critical Overview: this section provides back- 
ground on the critical reputation of the novel, 
including bannings or any other public contro- 
versies surrounding the work. For older works, 
this section includes a history of how novel was 
first received and how perceptions of it may 
have changed over the years; for more recent 
novels, direct quotes from early reviews may 
also be included. 


e Sources: an alphabetical list of critical material 
quoted in the entry, with full bibliographical in- 
formation. 


e For Further Study: an alphabetical list of other 
critical sources which may prove useful for the 
student. Includes full bibliographical informa- 
tion and a brief annotation. 


e Criticism: an essay commissioned by NfS 
which specifically deals with the novel and is 
written specifically for the student audience, as 
well as excerpts from previously published crit- 
icism on the work. 


In addition, each entry contains the following 
highlighted sections, set apart from the main text 
as sidebars: 


e Media Adaptations: a list of important film and 
television adaptations of the novel, including 
source information. The list also includes stage 
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adaptations, audio recordings, musical adapta- 
tions, etc. 


e Compare and Contrast Box: an “at-a-glance” 
comparison of the cultural and historical differ- 
ences between the author’s time and culture and 
late twentieth-century Western culture. This box 
includes pertinent parallels between the major 
scientific, political, and cultural movements of 
the time or place the novel was written, the time 
or place the novel was set (if a historical work), 
and modern Western culture. Works written af- 
ter the mid-1970s may not have this box. 


¢ What Do! Read Next?: a list of works that might 
complement the featured novel or serve as a con- 
trast to it. This includes works by the same au- 
thor and others, works of fiction and nonfiction, 
and works from various genres, cultures, and eras. 


° Study Questions: a list of potential study ques- 
tions or research topics dealing with the novel. 
This section includes questions related to other 
disciplines the student may be studying, such as 
American history, world history, science, math, 
government, business, geography, economics, 
psychology, etc. 


Other Features 


NfS includes “The Informed Dialogue: Inter- 
acting with Literature,” a foreword by Anne Dev- 
ereaux Jordan, Senior Editor for Teaching and 
Learning Literature (TALL), and a founder of the 
Children’s Literature Association. This essay pro- 
vides an enlightening look at how readers interact 
with literature and how Novels for Students can 
help teachers show students how to enrich their 
own reading experiences. 


A Cumulative Author/Title Index lists the au- 
thors and titles covered in each volume of the NfS 
series. 


A Cumulative Nationality/Ethnicity Index breaks 
down the authors and titles covered in each volume 
of the NfS series by nationality and ethnicity. 


A Subject/Theme Index, specific to each vol- 
ume, provides easy reference for users who may be 
studying a particular subject or theme rather than 
a single work. Significant subjects from events to 
broad themes are included, and the entries point- 
ing to the specific theme discussions in each entry 
are indicated in boldface. 

Each entry has several illustrations, including 
photos of the author, stills from film adaptations 
(when available), maps, and/or photos of key his- 
torical events. 


Citing Novels for Students 


When writing papers, students who quote di- 
rectly from any volume of Novels for Students may 
use the following general forms. These examples 
are based on MLA style; teachers may request that 
students adhere to a different style, so the follow- 
ing examples may be adapted as needed. 


When citing text from NfS that is not attrib- 
uted to a particular author (i.e., the Themes, Style, 
Historical Context sections, etc.), the following for- 
mat should be used in the bibliography section: 

“The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn.” Novels for 


Students. Ed. Diane Telgen. Vol. 1. Detroit: Gale, 
1997. 8-9. 


When quoting the specially commissioned es- 
say from NfS (usually the first piece under the 
“Criticism” subhead), the following format should 
be used: 


James, Pearl. Essay on “The Adventures of Huckle- 
berry Finn.” Novels for Students. Ed. Diane Telgen. 
Vol. 1. Detroit: Gale, 1997. 8-9. 


When quoting a journal or newspaper essay 
that is reprinted in a volume of NfS, the following 
form may be used: 

Butler, Robert J. “The Quest for Pure Motion in 
Richard Wright’s Black Boy.” MELUS 10, No. 3 
(Fall, 1983), 5-17; excerpted and reprinted in Nov- 
els for Students, Vol. 1, ed. Diane Telgen (Detroit: 
Gale, 1997), pp. 61—64. 

When quoting material reprinted from a book 
that appears in a volume of NfS, the following form 
may be used: 

Adams, Timothy Dow. “Richard Wright: ‘Wearing 
the Mask,’” in Telling Lies in Modern American Au- 
tobiography (University of North Carolina Press, 
1990), 69-83; excerpted and reprinted in Novels for 
Students, Vol. 1, ed. Diane Telgen (Detroit: Gale, 
1997), pp. 59-61. 


We Welcome Your Suggestions 


The editor of Novels for Students welcomes 
your comments and ideas. Readers who wish to 
suggest novels to appear in future volumes, or who 
have other suggestions, are cordially invited to con- 
tact the editor. You may contact the editor via e- 
mail at: CYA@gale.com. Or write to the editor 
at: 


Editor, Novels for Students 
Gale Research 

835 Penobscot Bldg. 

645 Griswold St. 

Detroit, MI 48226-4094 
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Literary Chronology 


1818: Emily Jane Brontë is born on July 30, 1818, 
to the Reverend Patrick and Maria Branwell 
Bronté. 


1847: Emily Bronté’s Wuthering Heights: A Novel 
is published with Anne Bronté’s Agnes Grey. 


1848: Emily Bronté dies of tuberculosis on De- 
cember 19, 1848. 


1857: Joseph Conrad is born Józef Teodor Konrad 
Korzeniowski on December 3, 1857, to Apollo 
and Evelina Bobrowska Korzeniowski, near 
Berdichev in the Ukraine. 


1873: Willa Cather is born December 7, 1873, in 
the village of Back Creek (now Gore), near 
Winchester, Virginia. 


1884: Willa Cather’s family moves to join her fa- 
ther’s relatives among the ethnically diverse set- 
tlers of Nebraska’s Great Plains, an area that 
would inspire several of her novels, including 
My Antonia. 


1890: Joseph Conrad, having joined the British 
Merchant Marines in the 1870s, makes a trip to 
the Belgian Congo in 1890. During this time he 
sails the Congo River, an event crucial to the 
development of his novel Heart of Darkness. 


1896: F. Scott Fitzgerald is born September 24, 
1896, in St. Paul, Minnesota. 


1899: Joseph Conrad completes Heart of Darkness 
in February, 1899 when it first appears in serial 
form; it is published in 1902. 
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1911: William Golding is born September 19, 
1911, to Alec and Mildred Golding, in Corn- 
wall, England. 


1914: Ralph Ellison is born March 1, 1914 in Ok- 
lahoma City, Oklahoma. 


1916: Ras the Exhorter, in Ralph Ellison’s Invisi- 
ble Man, resembles the flamboyant nationalist 
Marcus Garvey, who founds the Universal Ne- 
gro Improvement Association in 1916. 


1918: Willa Cather’s My Antonia, her novel about 
prairie life, is published in 1918. 


1920: The 18th Amendment, outlawing the sale, 
manufacture, or transportation of alcohol— 
known as Prohibition—goes into effect. This 
law led to the creation of “‘speakeasies”—illegal 
bars—and an increase in organized crime, both 
reflected in F. Scott Fitzgerald’s novel The 
Great Gatsby. Prohibition is eventually repealed 
in 1933. 


1924: Joseph Conrad dies of a heart attack on Au- 
gust 3, 1924, at Oswalds, Bishopsbourne, near 
Canterbury. He is buried at Canterbury. 


1925: Robert Edmund Cormier is born January 17, 
1925, in Leominster, Massachusetts. 


1925: F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby is 
published on April 10, 1925. 

1926: Harper Lee is born on April 28, 1926, in 
Monroeville, Alabama, to Amasa Coleman and 
Frances Finch Lee. Her full name is Nelle 
Harper Lee. 
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1926: John Knowles is born to James Myron and 
Mary Beatrice Shea Knowles on September 16, 
1926, in the coal mining town of Fairmont, West 
Virginia. 

1927: Daniel Keyes is born August 9, 1927, to 
William and Betty Alicke Keyes, in Brooklyn, 
New York. 


1928: Maya Angelou is born Marguerite Annie 
Johnson on April 4, 1928, to Bailey and Vivian 
Baxter Johnson, in St. Louis, Missouri. 


1930: Chinua Achebe is born to Isaiah Okafo and 
Janet N. Iloegbunam Achebe on November 16, 
1930, in Ogidi, Nigeria. His full name is Albert 
Chinualumogu Achebe. 


1931: The Scottsboro Incident occurs in March, 
1931. A fight breaks out between some white 
and black youths on a freight train in Alabama. 
The white youths are thrown off the train, and 
in retaliation, accuse the black youths of raping 
two white girls. The black youths are arrested 
and jailed. Their trials only take three days; eight 
youths are given the death sentence and one is 
given life imprisonment. The U.S. Supreme 
Court reverses the Scottsboro conviction in 
1932, and the youths are retried. They are re- 
tried again in 1936, and in 1937 the major Al- 
abama newspapers advocate the release of the 
defendants. It is not until 1950 that the last of 
the youths is paroled. This highly publicized and 
volatile case had an impact on Harper Lee, 
whose To Kill a Mockingbird involves a black 
man falsely accused of raping a white woman. 


1935: Ken Elton Kesey is born September 17, 
1935, in La Junta, California. 


1940: F. Scott Fitzgerald dies of a heart attack on 
December 21, 1940 in Hollywood, California. 
He is buried in Rockville Union Cemetery in 
Rockville, Maryland, then is reburied near his 
parents in St. Mary’s Cemetery in Rockville, 
Maryland in 1975. 


1941: William Golding, captain of a British rocket- 
launching craft in the British Navy, is present at 
the sinking of the Bismarck—the crown ship of 
the German Navy. He also takes part in the D- 
Day landings in France in June 1944. These 
wartime experiences inform the background of 
his classic Lord of the Flies. 

1941; Anne Tyler is born in Minneapolis, Min- 
nesota, on October 25, 1941, to Lloyd Parry and 
Phyllis Mahon Tyler. 


1947: Willa Cather dies of a cerebral hemorrhage 
in New York on April 24, 1947. 


1952: Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man is published. 


1953: Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man wins the Na- 
tional Book Award, which honors American 
books of the highest literary merit. 


1954: Sandra Cisneros is born on December 20, 
1954, to Alfredo Cisneros Del Moral and Elvira 
Cordero Anguiano, in Chicago, Illinois. 


1954: William Golding’s Lord of the Flies is pub- 
lished in England. It is published in America the 
following year. 


1958: Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart, pub- 
lished in 1958, is his first novel. 


1958: Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart wins the 
Margaret Wong Memorial Prize. 


1959: John Knowles’s A Separate Peace is pub- 
lished in Britain in 1959. The first American edi- 
tion appears on leap year day in 1960, after be- 
ing rejected by eleven publishers. It sells 7,000 
copies in its first printing and receives critical 
acclaim. 


1960: Ken Kesey becomes a paid volunteer in gov- 
ernment-sponsored drug experiments at the Vet- 
eran’s Hospital in Menlo Park, California; there 
he is introduced to psychoactive drugs such as 
mescaline and LSD. These experiences, plus 
those gained working in a psychiatric hospital, 
help form his first published novel, One Flew 
Over the Cuckoo’s Nest. 


1960: John Knowles’s A Separate Peace wins the 
Faulkner Award and the National Book Award. 
This success allows Knowles to resign from his 
job at Holiday and become a full-time writer. 


1960: Harper Lee completed the first draft of To 
Kill a Mockingbird in June, 1958. Its official 
publication date is July, 1960. 


1961: Harper Lee receives the Pulitzer Prize for To 
Kill a Mockingbird in April, 1961. She is the 
first woman to win the prize since 1942, when 
Ellen Glasgow received it. 


1962: Ken Kesey’s One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s 
Nest is published. 


1966: Daniel Keyes wrote “Flowers for Algernon,” 
a short story, in 1959. It was published in The 
Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction and 
won the Hugo Award. Keyes adapted it into his 
first novel, Flowers for Algernon, which is pub- 
lished in 1966. 


1966: Daniel Keyes’s Flowers for Algernon wins 
the Nebula Award, which recognizes excellence 
in science fiction writing. 
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1970: Maya Angelou’s / Know Why the Caged Bird 
Sings is published. 

1974: Robert Cormier’s The Chocolate War is pub- 
lished. 

1979: Robert Cormier’s The Chocolate War wins 
the Lewis Carroll Shelf Award, which is given 
to those “classic” titles that contain enough of 
the qualities of Alice in Wonderland to sit on the 
same book shelf. The award has since been dis- 
continued. 

1982: Anne Tyler’s Dinner at the Homesick 
Restaurant is published. 

1982: Anne Tyler’s Dinner at the Homesick 
Restaurant wins a PEN/Faulkner Award for Fic- 


Literary Chronology 


tion. The PEN/Faulkner Award for Fiction hon- 
ors the best work of fiction published by an 
American writer in a calendar year. 

1983: Sandra Cisneros’s The House on Mango 
Street is published. 

1983: William Golding receives the Nobel Prize in 
Literature for his body of work. 

1993: William Golding dies of a heart attack on 
June 19, 1993, in Perranarworthal, near Fal- 
mouth, England. 

1994: Ralph Ellison dies of cancer on April 16, 
1994, in New York, New York. 
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The Chocolate War 


The publication of The Chocolate War in 1974 is 
now seen as a ground-breaking event in the estab- 
lishment of young adult literature as a separate 
genre. Robert Cormier’s novel was originally con- 
ceived as an adult book, for all his previous fiction 
had been for adults. Nevertheless, it quickly be- 
came both an inspiration to other writers and pub- 
lishers for teens and the standard by which much 
subsequent young adult literature has been judged. 
Shocking in its relentless and unsentimental repre- 
sentation of the power and control exerted by bul- 
lying adults and boys at a Catholic school, the novel 
was criticized by some early reviewers for its fail- 
ure to include for its young readers a redeeming 
resolution. (Cormier had resisted pressure from a 
number of publishers to alter the ending.) 


The plot for The Chocolate War was inspired 
by an event in Cormier’s own life. When his son 
decided, without repercussion, not to sell choco- 
lates in his school’s annual sale, Cormier asked 
himself, “What if?” This question, he has declared, 
is the spark for all his writing. If the novel had been 
simply about harassment and intimidation among 
a group of boys, it would not have been in any way 
remarkable. What makes it disturbing is the collu- 
sion between the Catholic teaching staff and a 
group of boys known as the Vigils who exert a 
Mafia-like influence at the school and employ psy- 
chological tactics against other pupils and staff. 
One of The Chocolate War’s principle themes is 
the futility of individual protests and resistance in 
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the face of such power structures and, by implica- 
tion, the importance of collective action. 


Author Biography 


Robert Cormier was born January 17, 1925, in 
Leominster, Massachusetts, and has lived in the 
town for most of his life. After attending Fitchburg 
State College, he began a career in journalism, first 
with the radio station WTAG (1946-48). He then 
worked at the Worcester Telegraph & Gazette and, 
for a longer period, the Fitchburg Sentinel. He gave 
up full-time journalism in 1966 to concentrate on 
novel-writing, but continued to work as a colum- 
nist and associate editor for the Sentinel. He won 
a number of awards for his human interest column 
(published under the byline John Fitch IV), and a 
volume of autobiographical essays, edited by his 
wife—I Have Words To Spend: Reflections of A 
Small-Town Editor (1991)—helps to explain the re- 
lationship between the upbeat realism of his jour- 
nalistic work and the cynicism of his imaginative 
fiction. 

His first three books were adult novels. Al- 


though none achieved any notable success, the 
third, Take Me Where The Good Times Are, is sig- 


nificant because in it he established the fictional 
Monument City, a small New England town mod- 
eled on his native Leominster. Monument is the set- 
ting for much of Cormier’s young adult fiction, in- 
cluding his fourth book, The Chocolate War. There 
had been a nine-year gap between his last adult 
novel and this, his first book published for 
teenagers. The delay was occasioned by consider- 
able publisher resistance to the book and also by 
Cormier’s own initial resistance to his agent’s sug- 
gestion that the book should be submitted as a 
young adult novel. Although the action of the novel 
takes place in a closed and repressed environment 
at some considerable remove from the openness 
and permissiveness of late-sixties and early- 
seventies America, the imprint of the time in which 
it was written is present in several interludes. 


Cormier did not return to the adult novel. He 
has been happy to develop the niche established by 
The Chocolate War. His next book, I Am The 
Cheese, is a psychological nightmare based on the 
U.S. Witness Relocation Program and After the 
First Death went even further in depicting hope- 
lessness. Each of these titles from the seventies re- 
mains popular, although school boards have from 
time to time moved to ban them from school li- 
braries. In 1985 Cormier published the sequel Be- 
yond The Chocolate War, in which many of the 
same characters continue to exert their evil influ- 
ence at Trinity High. The storyline makes the theme 
of the earlier book—a leader’s power emanates 
from those who allow themselves to be led—even 
more explicit. 


A more recent title, Tenderness, about a 
teenage girl’s fixation with a psychopathic killer, 
demonstrates that even in his seventies Cormier is 
prepared to confront daring subject matter. 


Plot Summary 


Part I—Setting the Scene 

In the first chapter of Robert Cormier’s 1974 
novel, The Chocolate War, the reader is introduced 
to Jerry Renault, a freshman at Trinity, a private 
all-male Catholic high school in New England. It 
is early fall, and Jerry is trying out for the position 
of quarterback on the freshman football team. He 
is faring poorly, however, having just received a 
crushing blow from a defenseman. When he is fi- 
nally able to get onto his feet again, his coach, im- 
patient with his overall performance, sends him to 
the showers. As Jerry walks back to the locker 
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room, he reflects on his sense of isolation (a feel- 
ing he experiences repeatedly in the novel), yet is 
nonetheless encouraged by the coach’s injunction 
that he “show up tomorrow.” 


The second chapter introduces two more im- 
portant characters, Archie Costello and Obie. Both 
are members of the officially secret student orga- 
nization called the Vigils. Archie is the “Assigner” 
of the Vigils—the one in charge of assigning to var- 
ious students the pranks and other disruptive acts 
that constitute the Vigils’ main contribution to the 
school. It is a position that carries a great deal of 
influence with it; at least Obie, the group’s secre- 
tary, terms Archie’s power “awesome.” The two 
are in the bleachers while Jerry’s football practice 
is going on. The scene opens with an important ex- 
change between the two characters, one in which 
the pessimistic outlook that seems to pervade the 
novel’s core is first articulated: 


“You're a real bastard,” Obie said finally, his frus- 
tration erupting, like a coke exploding from a bottle 
after you shake it. “You know that?” 


Archie turned and smiled at him benevolently, like a 
goddam king passing out favors. 


“Jesus,” Obie said, exasperated. 


“Don’t swear, Obie,” Archie chided. “You'll have to 
tell it in confession.” 


“Look who’s talking. I don’t know how you had the 
nerve to receive communion at chapel this morning.” 


“Tt doesn’t take nerve, Obie. When you march down 
to the rail, you’re receiving The Body, man. Me, I’m 
just chewing a wafer they buy by the pound in 
Worcester.” 

Obie looked away in disgust. 


“And when you say ‘Jesus,’ you’re talking about your 
leader. But when I say ‘Jesus,’ I’m talking about a 
guy who walked the earth for thirty-three years like 
any other guy but caught the imagination of some PR 
cats. PR for Public Relations, in case you don’t know, 
Obie.” 


Obie didn’t bother to answer. You couldn’t ever win 
an argument with Archie. He was too quick with the 
words. 


Archie then makes some “assignments”; Jerry, 
over Obie’s objection, is chosen for the final task 
recorded. 


Archie is later called into the office of the 
school’s acting headmaster, Brother Leon, to dis- 
cuss the chocolate sale. Leon informs Archie that 
this year’s sale will differ from previous years’ 
sales in some significant ways, and he takes the un- 
precedented step of soliciting the help of the Vig- 
ils (though without naming them). 
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Roland Goubert, called The Goober, is perhaps 
Jerry’s only friend at the school. He receives an as- 
signment from the Vigils, which he carries out with 
a little last-minute help. The results of the stunt, 
presented in Chapter 11, cause one teacher to have 
a breakdown. In Chapter 6, Brother Leon, under 
the guise of teaching a lesson about political con- 
nivance, humiliates a student in the classroom—he 
is, by reputation, a feared teacher. In Chapter 7 
Cormier introduces Emile Janza, the brutish up- 
perclassman who subsequently figures so centrally 
in the tormenting of Jerry. It is revealed in Chap- 
ter 9 that the death of Jerry’s mother affected him 
deeply and created a wall between Jerry and his fa- 
ther, a well-meaning but emotionally broken man; 
the force of Jerry’s loneliness is brought home. 


Part Il—Jerry’s Assignment 

Chapter 13 marks a major turning point in the 
novel, for it is here that the chocolate sale begins 
in earnest, although a kickoff pep rally is described 
a few chapters before. Brother Leon is calling out 
the names of the students in his class and having 
them indicate whether or not they will participate 
in the sale; participation is supposedly voluntary. 
When he reaches the name “Renault,” Jerry tells 
him that he will not sell the chocolates. His obsti- 
nacy continues through the next couple of chapters, 
causing a bit of a stir among the members of the 
student body. In Chapter 16, Leon blackmails a stu- 
dent into revealing that Jerry is refusing participa- 
tion in order to fulfill a Vigils’ assignment, which 
at this point is scheduled to be completed shortly. 
It is thus with a light heart that Brother Leon goes 
through the list in the following chapter—accord- 
ing to his information, Jerry’s assignment has at 
this point been completed, and he anticipates 
Jerry’s joining the sale. He receives a second sur- 
prise, then, when Jerry announces that he is “not 
going to sell the chocolates.” 


Jerry spends the rest of that day and night sec- 
ond guessing his action, even trying to figure out 
why he did what he did. He wakes up the next 
morning exhausted, deciding that he now knows 
what a hangover feels like. On his way to school, 
he unexpectedly receives congratulations on his ac- 
tion from several students, though when he gets to 
school, he is confronted by the Goober, who urges 
him to stop holding out. Jerry assures him that the 
Vigils are no longer involved, but claims that he 
“just can’t” back down: “I’m committed now.” 


Archie, apparently for his own enjoyment, sab- 


otages a Vigils’ stunt, after which Obie vows to get 
even. Enthusiasm for the sale is low, in part be- 
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cause of Jerry’s stance, and it is reported that sales 
are below last years’ figures—a potentially disas- 
trous situation, given that the school has commit- 
ted to selling twice as much as in previous years. 
Several boys even discuss the merits of Jerry’s 
stance, though none have enough courage to stop 
selling chocolates themselves. 


The Goober then informs Jerry that he is quit- 
ting the football team and has decided not to go out 
for track in the spring. “There’s something rotten 
in that school,” he tells Jerry by way of explana- 
tion, then goes further still and uses the word “evil.” 
Still he urges Jerry, unsuccessfully, to sell choco- 
lates, while Jerry is equally unsuccessful in his at- 
tempt to recruit him back onto the team. 


In Chapter 24, Brian Cochran, appointed by 
Brother Leon to be treasurer of the chocolate sale, 
tells Archie that Leon has “overextended the 
school’s finances,” and thus that if the chocolate 
sale is not a success, both he and the school are in 
trouble. That night, Archie receives a phone call 
from Leon, threatening him and the Vigils with se- 
rious repercussions if the sale does not succeed, and 
in particular if something is not done about Jerry. 
Thus the next day Jerry is called before the Vigils, 
and Archie attempts to coerce him into giving up 
his crusade. Jerry, though, holds his ground, and in 
the end Archie can only “ask” him to quit his hold- 
out, much to the surprise, and chagrin, of Obie and 
John Carter, the Vigils’ president. 


Soon after at another Vigils’ meeting, another 
student, an upperclassman named Frankie Rollo, 
acts quite defiantly to Archie and the others, until 
Carter loses his patience and beats up Rollo. The 
group attributes Rollo’s cavalier attitude to the in- 
fluence of Jerry’s crusade and decides something 
must be done. Archie, having been silenced mo- 
mentarily by Carter’s act, proposes that they make 
selling the chocolates “the thing to do,” and thus 
isolate Jerry from the rest of the student body, a 
plan to which the rest of the group gives provisional 
assent. 


III. Jerry’s Exile 

At this point, two significant things happen: 
the sale of chocolates increases dramatically, and 
Jerry increasingly becomes an object of hostility. 
Concerning the chocolate sale, it becomes clear that 
the Vigils are orchestrating large-scale distributions 
of chocolates all across town. They attribute the 
sales to each member of the student body, so that 
everyone except Jerry reaches or exceeds their 
quota. The Goober, who has stopped selling at a 


certain point in solidarity with his friend, is pass- 
ing by the school gym when he sees himself fraud- 
ulently awarded his fiftieth sale; the experience 
crushes him. 


For his part, Jerry is subject to some anony- 
mous rough treatment on the football field and con- 
stant harassing phone calls. One day he is taunted 
by Emile Janza for being “queer” (which he is not). 
Then, when he starts to show signs, despite himself, 
that he is ready for a fight, several other boys con- 
verge on him and he is badly beaten. After the beat- 
ing, he becomes “invisible” at school—ignored by 
everyone, so that when he walks down the halls, the 
other students part before him “like the Red Sea.” 


IV. Jerry’s Martyrdom 

Around this time, the chocolate sale ends. All 
but fifty boxes—Jerry’s boxes—have been sold, 
and Brother Leon is ecstatic. Archie, meanwhile, 
has come up with a plan for the remaining choco- 
lates: a boxing “match,” to be held on the football 
field one night, between Jerry and Emile Janza. 
Rather than a traditional free-for-all, however, the 
“match” will be combined with a raffle, in which 
the spectators (the members of the student body) 
can buy tickets and write down blows that they 
want one or the other to give to his opponent. The 
recipient of the punch is not allowed to avoid be- 
ing hit. Archie manages through various means to 
convince both Jerry and Emile to participate. 


The “match” begins according to plan: Carter 
reads out the directions on each ticket drawn, and 
both Jerry and Emile follow them, Emile unsur- 
prisingly getting the better of things. Soon, though, 
Carter draws a ticket on which the buyer has called 
for an illegal below-the-belt hit, and without think- 
ing he reads it out. He and the other Vigils imme- 
diately recognize the mistake, but it’s too late: 
Emile, acting immediately as he has throughout, 
goes for Jerry’s groin; Jerry understandably tries to 
block the blow. Emile, thinking Jerry has cheated, 
decides his action negates the rules altogether. He 
attacks Jerry with a flurry of blows, eventualiy 
knocking him out. 


Chaos ensues, until the stadium lights myste- 
riously go out. Archie goes back to the school 
building to investigate and is met by Brother 
Jacques. Having an inkling of what has gone on 
with Brother Leon, the Vigils, and the chocolates, 
Brother Jacques chastizes Archie for this latest Vig- 
ils stunt. Leon soon shows up, though, and demon- 
strates to Archie’s satisfaction that he is “still in 
command,” thus putting to rest any possibility that 
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Scene from the film The Chocolate War, 1988. 


Archie and the other Vigils will suffer any serious 
consequences for their stunt. Meanwhile, The 
Goober comforts Jerry alone in the boxing ring, 
waiting for an ambulance to arrive. The novel ends 
with Archie and Obie sitting in the bleachers talk- 
ing, just as they did when they first saw Jerry. 


Characters 


Howie Anderson 

President of the junior class, Anderson is no- 
table for almost knocking out Carter in an intra- 
mural boxing match. Described as an ‘intellectual 
roughneck’, he plays only a tiny part in the novel, 
yet his appearance in Chapter 21 is significant for 
his refusal to agree to Richy Rondell’s suggestion 
of a class boycott in support of Jerry. Howie says, 
“No, Richy. This is the age of do your own thing. 
Let everybody do his thing. If a kid wants to sell, 
let him. If he doesn’t, the same thing applies.” 


Brother Andrew 

Jerry’s art teacher. In Chapter 28 Brother An- 
drew asks for an art assignment which Jerry has al- 
ready completed and handed in. 
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Danny Arcangelo 

One of the characters in Chapter 21 who, in 
private, expresses sympathy for Jerry’s stand. 
(Danny is in conversation with Kevin Chartier.) By 
extension he is being criticized for their failure to 
translate this into public support. 


Gregory Bailey 

An A-grade pupil, made to bear the brunt of 
Brother Leon’s object lesson in political con- 
nivance (Chapter 6). “You turned this classroom 
into Nazi Germany for a few moments,” Leon says, 
after the class has failed to defend Bailey against 
the accusation of cheating. 


Ellen Barrett 

A girl Jerry looks forward to seeing at the bus 
stop. Jerry’s hopes of dating her are ruined after 
she mistakes him for another boy and talks rudely 
to him over the phone. 


Carlson 

A senior, Carlson is described as thin and mild. 
Emile Janza siphons gas from Carlson’s car, con- 
fident that there will not be any repercussions. 
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e The film version of The Chocolate War, pro- 
duced by Jonathan D. Krane and Simon R. 
Lewis, and directed by Keith Gordon, was re- 
leased in 1988, starring John Glover as Brother 
Leon, Ilan Mitchell-Smith as Jerry, and Wally 


Ward as Archie. Available from Management 
Company Entertainment Group. 





Media 
Adaptations | 


e A sound recording of an edited version of the 
novel was narrated by Andrew Jarkowsky and 
published by Westminster on a single audio cas- 
sette in 1977. 


e A complete, unabridged sound recording of the 
novel, read by Frank Muller, recorded on four 
audio cassettes, was released by Old Greenwich 
Listening Library in 1988. 


David Caroni 

The recipient of a Trinity scholarship, “sweet- 
faced” David Caroni is blackmailed by Brother 
Leon in Chapter 16 into trading information about 
Jerry Renault’s Vigils assignment (a ten-day em- 
bargo on chocolate selling) in return for having a 
wrongly-marked F-grade paper reconsidered. Ca- 
roni finds the episode deeply dispiriting: “If teach- 
ers did this kind of thing, what kind of world could 
it be?” 


John Carter 

John Carter, all-star guard on the football team 
and president of the Boxing Club, is also president 
of the Vigils. Cormier emphasizes Carter’s physical 
prowess. In Chapter 12 he is described as a “big 
beefy varsity guard who looked as if he could chew 
freshmen up and spit them out.” Although elsewhere 
referred to as “almost as big a bastard” as Archie, 
Carter is a more straightforward bully. He is dis- 
trustful of the other’s tactics, and more than ready 
to get physical to prove that force is more effective 
than cleverness. In Chapter 27 Archie disapproves 
of Carter’s readiness to beat up an insolent junior, 
Frankie Rollo. In a key moment Carter flattens him 
with a single punch and effectively puts Archie on 


probation. Carter disagrees with Archie’s decision 
to associate the Vigils with the chocolate sale. 


Tubs Casper 

Casper, forty pounds overweight, is seen in 
Chapter 14 cycling around the neighborhood sell- 
ing chocolates, intending to spend the returns on 
his girlfriend, Rita. 


Kevin Chartier 

Experiencing difficulty selling the chocolates, 
Kevin Chartier phones his friend Danny Arcangelo 
and the two of them discuss, inconclusively, join- 
ing the boycott. 


Coach 

The football coach, never mentioned by name, 
is nevertheless an important presence in the book. 
Encountered in the opening chapter, we see him 
pressing Jerry hard and accidentally spitting on 
him. His bullying coaching style is initially un- 
sympathetic, but is viewed as an increasingly 
healthy counterpoint to the murky machinations of 
Archie and Leon. 


Brian Cochran 

A senior, not “exactly a hotshot in the psy- 
chology department,” who is volunteered by 
Brother Leon to be treasurer of the chocolate sale, 
a job which he performs with clerical efficiency. 
In the course of the sale he becomes aware that 
sales are being falsely attributed to certain indi- 
viduals in order to encourage others. He keeps his 
disapproval to himself. Ultimately, when the sale 
is pronounced over, he is worried by the tidiness 
of the figures, but again keeps quiet. 


Archie Costello 

Fiendishly concocting assignments for the Vig- 
ils and eventually directing his devilish ingenuity 
against the hero, Jerry, Archie is introduced to the 
reader in Chapter 2 as “the bastard” with an un- 
canny ability to manipulate people. He annoys his 
stooge, Obie, with his “phony hip moods.” It is 
Archie who delivers the first major assignment of 
the novel to Roland Goubert—loosening the screws 
in all the furniture in Brother Eugene’s classroom. 
His crucial role is established in Chapter 4, when 
Brother Leon invokes, through Archie, the Vigils’ 
support for the upgraded annual chocolate sale. 
Archie blackmails another pupil, Emile Janza, by 
pretending to hold a photo of him masturbating in 
the toilet, but the real point of their chilling con- 
frontation in Chapter 15 is to establish Janza as a 
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crude and guileless demon in contrast to Archie’s 
cerebral and wickedly playful malevolence. 


Archie provides an unwholesome line of com- 
munication between the adults and the students. He 
is not above taking advantage of this position to 
gain personal amusement at his fellow-Vigils’ ex- 
pense, as in Chapter 20, when a collective assign- 
ment against Brother Jacques (Obie and the rest of 
the class get up and do a jig whenever Jaques ut- 
ters the word “environment”) backfires. Jacques, 
clearly tipped off in advance by Archie, goes out 
of his way to used the word as often as possible, 
with exhausting results. This episode further exac- 
erbates Obie’s antagonism towards Archie. 


Archie is eventually persuaded by Brother 
Leon that pressure must be brought to bear on Jerry 
to force him to sell chocolates. He begins, in con- 
junction with Emile Janza, by arranging to have 
Jerry accused of being a “queer,” and then beaten 
up. He then stage-manages the climactic final en- 
counter of the novel, a boxing match between Jerry 
and Emile. At the end we see Archie unrepentantly 
admitting to Obie that he tipped Brother Leon off 
about the boxing match, so that he could stand at 
a distance and watch. 


Harold Darcy 

After the general mood has turned against 
Jerry, Darcy self-righteously speaks up in class to 
demand an explanation: “Everybody else is doing 
his part, why isn’t Renault?” 


Tommy Desjardins 
Desjardins is cited as coming from one of the 
school’s top families. His father is a dentist. 


Brother Eugene 

It is Brother Eugene’s classroom, Room Nine- 
teen, which is the subject of the first major Vigil 
assignment undertaken in the book. All the screws 
are loosened so that every item of furniture will 
collapse at the merest touch. Brother Eugene is de- 
stroyed by this experience and is absent from the 
school in the second half of the novel, presumed to 
be on sick leave. 


Fontaine 

A minor character notable for being one of the 
pupils committed to the chocolate sale. He sells ten 
boxes in the first week and is among the first to 
reach his quota. 


The Goober 
See Roland Goubert 
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Roland Goubert 

Roland Goubert, nicknamed The Goober, is 
tall and skinny and good at running. He has bad 
acne. From the moment he is made the subject of 
the first assignment—he spends over six hours 
loosening the screws in Brother Eugene’s room and 
eventually has to have Vigil assistance to complete 
the task—the reader is made to sympathize with 
him, and to feel that he is a potential ally for Jerry. 
In Chapter 12 he makes the most of a pass from 
Jerry and scores for the freshman football team. We 
sometimes see things from his point of view, par- 
ticularly in Chapters 13 and 14 when the drama of 
the chocolate sale is developed in terms of Gou- 
bert’s apprehension of Brother Leon’s state of 
mind. Towards the climax of the book he is 
amongst those who have their sales falsely re- 
ported. It is claimed that he has reached his quota 
when he has, in fact, sold only twenty-seven boxes. 
This is a turning point. He does not speak up and 
rushes to his locker in tears, knowing that he has 
betrayed Jerry. After this he is absent from school 
for a number of days, before returning in time to 
witness Jerry’s destruction in the boxing ring. 


Mrs. Hunter 
Housekeeper to Mr. Renault. 


Brother Jacques 

Brother Jacques is a new teacher who appears 
halfway through the novel and is untainted by the 
regime. He is quickly made to bear the brunt of a 
Vigil stunt, but he has been forewarned by Archie 
and is able to turn the tables on the boys. It is 
Jacques who has his hand on the light switch to- 
wards the end of Chapter 37—and who then ad- 
monishes Archie in tones of cold contempt. In the 
following chapter, however, Jacques’ protest is un- 
dermined by the arrival of Brother Leon. 


Emile Janza 

Described as “a brute” with “small eyes,” 
Janza is the type of pupil who likes to sit at the 
front of the class, infuriating the teacher with a soft 
whistling or a tapping of the foot. He was once 
caught by Archie with his trousers down, mastur- 
bating in the toilet. For a long time he believes that 
Archie has an incriminating photograph, referred 
to in Chapter 7 as the “picture that haunted his 
life.” Emile is a straightforwardly ruthless bully, 
intimidating younger pupils into buying him ciga- 
rettes. Sheer malice and enjoyment of the game 
motivate his participation in Chapter 31, when he 
accosts Jerry, accuses him (at Archie’s bidding) of 
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being a closet homosexual, and then (on his own 
initiative) roughs him up with a group of accom- 
plices. Archie is then able to use this incident to 
set up the final, bizarre boxing match between 
Emile and Jerry. 


Brother Leon 

Brother Leon is the pale, ingratiating, and slyly 
venomous Assistant Headmaster. When the Head- 
master becomes sick, Leon takes over management 
of the school. In his teaching he controls his pupils 
by being intellectually unpredictable and with his 
ability to make examples of them, as in the cruel 
game he plays on Bailey in Chapter 6. It has been 
his decision to double the quota and the price in 
the annual chocolate sale and the financial fool- 
hardiness of this project leads him to seek a com- 
mitment of support from the Vigils. He speaks in 
a whisper but there is always a barely controlled 
violence beneath the surface, as evidenced in Chap- 
ter 16 when he snaps a piece of chalk in two while 
talking to a pupil called Caroni. Once he has iden- 
tified Jerry as the primary cause for the poor gen- 
eral progress of the sale, he becomes obsessed with 
revenge. The treasurer of the sale, Brian Cochran, 
compares his demeanor to that of a “mad scientist 
... in an underground laboratory.” The practicali- 
ties of revenge are handed over to Archie, but Leon 
comes forward at the horrible denouement to the 
boxing match, to stand in triumph beside Archie. 
In most respects Leon has won. The chocolate sale 
has achieved its objectives. Jerry has been beaten. 
And an overt partnership has been forged with the 
Vigils. 


Obie 

Obie is Archie’s stooge and general errand-boy 
for the Vigils. He has a thin, sharp face, is con- 
stantly yawning, and is presented as intellectually 
inferior to Archie, whom he alternately admires and 
detests. He is manipulated by Archie and often 
made to take an active part in one of the Vigil as- 
signments, such as the stunt perpetrated on Brother 
Jacques. This is a festering cause of resentment. At 
the end of the book Obie attempts to outwit Archie 
by unexpectedly presenting him with the Vigils’ 
box of marbles (which serves as a check on 
Archie’s power) at the start of the boxing match 
and challenging him to pick two. In the final chap- 
ter we find Obie in low-key conversation with 
Archie. “Maybe the black box will work the next 
time, Archie,” he says. Archie treats this comment 
with scorn and asks Obie for a Hershey bar. 


Mr. James R. Renault 

Jerry’s father is a pharmacist. He works irreg- 
ular hours and is often asleep when at home. His 
favorite word is “fine” and he has a resigned out- 
look on life, but Jerry considers his father’s exis- 
tence to be dull and meaningless. 


Jerry Renault 

Jerome E. Renault is the son of James R. Re- 
nault, a pharmacist. His mother has recently died. 
The reader’s introduction to Jerry, in Chapters 1 and 
3, is crucial. Together these chapters establish Jerry 
as a sportsman and a teenager with all the normal 
masculine urges, but one who goes out of his way 
to avoid confrontation. When his football coach is 
shouting at him and some saliva hits his face, he 
wants to protest, “Hey, coach, you spit on me.” In- 
stead, he is polite. And after looking at a Playboy 
in Chapter 3, he has a confrontation with a hippy 
who taunts him as a “Square boy. Middle-aged at 
fourteen, fifteen. Already caught in a routine.” Jerry 
does not respond. “He hated confrontations.” 


He misses his mother and, sensing the drab- 
ness in his father’s working life, develops a desire 
to do something with his own life. His refusal to 
participate in the chocolate sale is initially part of 
a Vigil assignment lasting ten days. But some in- 
ner volition leads him to extend his boycott beyond 
this period. This individual defiance is presented in 
earth-shattering terms. “Cities fell. Earth opened. 
Planets tilted. Stars plummeted. And the awful si- 
lence.” Jerry’s lone protest is partly inspired by a 
poster displayed in the back of his locker. It shows 
a man walking alone on the beach, with a captioned 
quote from poet T. S. Eliot: “Do I dare disturb the 
universe?” Beyond answering this challenge Jerry 
has no satisfactory explanation for his friend The 
Goober, or for himself, as to why he is still refus- 
ing to sell the chocolates. 


Jerry becomes the target of a Vigil campaign 
to force him to join the chocolate sale. There are 
anonymous phone calls to his home. His locker, in- 
cluding the important poster, is ransacked. An art 
assignment is stolen. He is beaten up by Emile 
Janza and some of his cronies, and then systemat- 
ically ostracized. Presented with the opportunity of 
getting back at Janza, he agrees to Archie’s plans 
for a boxing match on the athletics field. The out- 
come of this final Vigil antic is that Jerry is badly 
beaten and seriously hurt. When The Goober leans 
over him, Jerry wants to tell him to play ball, to 
play by the rules, and not to go out on a limb, not 
to try and disturb the universe. But Jerry cannot 
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speak. He is taken away in an ambulance and the 
reader is left to wonder how serious his injuries 
might be. 


Although the action in the novel is not always 
seen from Jerry’s point of view, he is clearly the 
pivotal character, and the one with whom the reader 
sympathizes. The novel was shocking in its time 
because of the manner in which its main character 
was so clearly and unequivocally defeated. 


Frankie Rollo 

An insolent junior who is beaten up by Carter 
for insulting Archie at a Vigils meeting. His taunt- 
ing, particularly his statement, “Hell, you guys 
can’t even scare a punk freshman into selling a few 


lousy chocolates...,” forces Archie to take action 
against Jerry to maintain his position of authority. 
John Sulkey 


“Lousy at sports and a squeaker at studies,” 
Sulkey is one of the first to reach his quota in the 
chocolate sale. 


Themes 


Courage and Cowardice 

“Tve got guts,” Jerry murmurs to himself in the 
opening chapter, after hitting the ground following 
a heavy tackle on the sports field. Tackled three 
times in succession, Jerry is insulted by the coach, 
but he leaves the field determined to make the team. 
This opening scene establishes Jerry as a character 
who has the courage to withstand physical pain. He 
can get up again after being knocked down and 
come back for more. But there is another pain af- 
flicting him. In the same opening chapter we dis- 
cover that his mother is dead. It is the painful mem- 
ory of her death, rather than the bruising he has 
received on the football field, which induces the 
nausea that ends Chapter 1. The straightforward 
physicality and competitiveness of football—in 
Chapter 28 it is called, from Jerry’s point of view, 
the “honest contact of football”—is throughout con- 
trasted with the psychological and emotional lever- 
age exerted by both the Vigils and Brother Leon. 


Archie is not without courage. Though he has 
never picked a black marble from the box (which 
would require him to carry out an assignment him- 
self), the possibility is always there. He has the 
courage of his own convictions, especially in Chap- 
ter 27 when he resists Carter’s insistence that the 
time for psychological tactics is over and the way 
should be cleared for straightforward physical bul- 
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Topics for 
Further 
Study 


e Pretend that you are Brian Cochran, treasurer for 
the chocolate sale. Design an accounts sheet on 
which you would be able to record the progress 
of the sale. Complete it according to the infor- 
mation given in the novel. 


e Make a list of all the scenes that take place out- 
side the school, and analyze the importance of 
each one. 


¢ Jilustrate the varying types of physical and psy- 
chological bullying explored in the novel, with 
specific reference to Archie Costello, John 
Carter, Emile Janza, and Brother Leon. 


e You are a film director preparing to shoot the 
scene in which Bailey is accused of cheating. 
Plan very carefully how you intend to use the 
camera at each stage of the scene, and what you 
intend each shot to convey to the audience. 


e Cormier worked for many years as a newspaper 
journalist. Imagine that, following complaints 
from Jerry’s father, you have been sent to in- 
vestigate recent events at the school. Who will 
you interview? What do you imagine will be 
their responses to your questions? 


lying. Cowardice is found in the general student 
body of Trinity, among those who would like to 
join Jerry in the boycott but are too scared to do 
so. Some boys, John Sulkey, for example, are com- 
mitted to the chocolate sale, either because they see 
it as a personal challenge or because they have been 
convinced by Brother Leon’s sermons. The vast ma- 
jority, however, would drop out if they could. Ul- 
timately, they carry on not out of respect for the 
school, or fear of Brother Leon, but because they 
do not have the courage to stand up to Archie and 
the Vigils. 


Peer Pressure 

Peer pressure is an important theme in the 
novel, particularly the pressure to remain silent and 
toe the line. When Brother Leon gives his lesson 
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in political connivance (the encouragement of evil 
by the failure to condemn) in Chapter 6, Cormier 
manages to convey several things at the same time. 
The irony of Leon being the agent of the message— 
“You turned this classroom into Nazi Germany for 
a few moments”—is not lost on the reader. As the 
book develops one can see fascist techniques be- 
ing applied by both Leon and the Vigils to control 
behavior. In the later stages of the chocolate sale, 
misinformation is a key factor in maintaining peer 
pressure. False figures regarding individual 
progress towards quotas are announced. Those di- 
rectly affected are flattered to have their sales fig- 
ures inflated and therefore keep quiet. Others feel 
under increased pressure to persevere with the sell- 
ing. The most poignant individual response to this 
particular pressure is that of Roland Goubert “The 
Goober” who, as a silent and secret act of solidar- 
ity with Jerry, has stopped selling chocolates after 
twenty-seven boxes. When he is falsely announced 
as having reached his quota he shrinks away with- 
out saying anything: “He willed himself to feel 
nothing. He didn’t feel rotten. He didn’t feel like a 
traitor. He didn’t feel small and cowardly.” 
Cormier, however, does intend the reader to see 
cowardice and treachery in both the individual and 
group behavior. 


Victim and Victimization 

The conversation between Archie and Emile 
Janza (two of a kind in some respects) in Chapter 
15 is seen from Archie’s point of view. Archie is 
victimizing Janza, pretending that he holds an in- 
criminating photograph. Janza is observed victim- 
izing a young freshman, forcing him to run off and 
obtain some cigarettes. “The world was made up 
of two kinds of people—those who were victims 
and those who victimized.” This is Archie’s ob- 
servation. His self-awareness and lack of self- 
deception are key characteristics. Brother Leon is 
far less straightforward, but Cormier juxtaposes the 
chapters in the novel very carefully. It is signifi- 
cant that in Chapter 16 we see Leon smoothly vic- 
timizing David Caroni into releasing information 
about Jerry’s Vigil assignment. Leon, outwardly 
the respectable Assistant Head of a boy’s school, 
is just as corrupt as Archie and Emile, and Caroni 
is left to wonder, “Were teachers as corrupt as the 
villains you read about in books or saw in movies 
and television?” 


Individualism 
In Chapter 6 Leon hypocritically praises Bai- 
ley for being “true to himself.” When Jerry exhibits 


just this quality, Leon does all that he can to break 
him down. It is important to understand that Jerry’s 
boycott of the chocolate sale is at no stage based 
on a point of principle relating to the sale itself. To 
begin with he is simply acting in accordance with 
a Vigil assignment. Continuing the boycott beyond 
the ten-day assignment is an act of individual de- 
fiance which Jerry is unable fully to explain to him- 
self. His individual stand arises out of the circum- 
stances of his personal life—the recent loss of his 
mother, the apparent tedium of his father’s exis- 
tence as a pharmacist—and from his fascination 
with the poster hanging in his locker (with its quote 
from T. S. Eliot, “Do I dare disturb the universe?”). 
It has little to do with any specific opposition to 
Leon’s fund-raising appeal. In conversation with 
Goober, Jerry says, “It’s not the Vigils, Goob. 
They’re not in it anymore. It’s me.” At the end of 
the book, after the sale has succeeded and Jerry has 
been seriously damaged by Janza in the boxing 
ring, Jerry is anxious to pass on some newly- 
acquired knowledge to Goubert but cannot speak. 
However, the reader is allowed to share Jerry’s 
point of view. For all of authority’s inducements to 
develop individualism and to “be true to yourself,” 
and the exhortations of hippies not to be “square,” 
Jerry has discovered, “They don’t want you to do 
your thing, not unless it happens to be their thing 
too.” And more importantly he has discovered what 
happens if you try: “They murder you.” 


Good and Evil 

Brother Leon’s manipulative, sadistic nature is 
demonstrated in Chapter 16, when he deceives Ca- 
roni to get information about Jerry; in Chapter 24, 
when it is revealed he misused the school’s finances 
to purchase the chocolates; and in Chapter 38, when 
he dismisses the brutal beating of Jerry by declar- 
ing, “Boys will be boys....” Archie exerts a malev- 
olent control over Trinity through his role as The 
Vigils’ Assigner. Manipulation, fear, and intimida- 
tion force the other students to carry out his orders, 
which often prove destructive to those involved. By 
even allowing The Vigils to exist, the brothers al- 
low corruption to flourish at Trinity. Brother 
Leon’s willingness to share power with The Vig- 
ils, as when he asks for help with the chocolate sale, 
further erodes moral authority. Cormier also makes 
it clear that by acquiescing to Archie and Leon, the 
students at Trinity in essence cooperate with forces 
of evil, as in Chapter 6 when Leon torments Gre- 
gory Bailey while the other students remain silent. 


Jerry functions as a traditional hero. He is a typ- 
ical high schoo} student with ordinary skills and tal- 
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ents who must overcome tremendous pressure with 
little to rely on except his own will. By refusing to 
help with the chocolate sale, Jerry stands in oppo- 
sition to the corrupt, established order. That he is 
ultimately defeated is perhaps less important than 
the idea that he stood firm in his convictions, al- 
though some critics have argued that the book ends 
on a despairing note, as evil triumphs over good. 


God and Religion 

There are several biblical references in the 
opening two chapters. Jerry’s habit of thinking one 
thing but saying another is compared to Peter, who 
denied Christ before the Crucifixion: “he had been 
Peter a thousand times and a thousand cocks had 
crowed in his lifetime.” In Chapter 2 it is quickly 
established that the story takes place at a Catholic 
school, where the boys regularly participate in con- 
fession and receive communion. Obie, looking out 
at the football field, compares the shadows formed 
by the goalposts to empty crucifixes. Obie thinks 
to himself, “That’s enough symbolism for one 
day,” and Cormier does not press the religious 
theme in the rest of the novel. 


Point of View 

The shifting narrative point of view is one of 
the most distinctive features of The Chocolate War. 
Its chapters are mostly short, and it is unusual for 
one character’s point of view to be pursued in the 
following chapter. Despite this, there is no doubt 
as to the “hero” or main character of the novel. The 
opening chapter encourages the reader to identify 
with Jerry Renault, the young quarterback who 
bravely gets to his feet after a number of heavy 
tackles and who dreams of making the football 
team. Those early incidents on the football field, 
and Jerry’s handling of them, suggest that we are 
to encounter a conventional hero who, through de- 
termination and courage, will overcome obstacles 
and achieve his objectives. 


The novel has a very large cast—most of 
Jerry’s class group is mentioned by name. The 
other boys from whose point of view we regularly 
see parts of the action are Archie Costello, Obie, 
Emile Janza, and Roland Goubert. However, there 
are still more points of view used for single and 
precise purposes. Two examples of these are David 
Caroni, who in Chapter 16 is used by Cormier as 
the agent for revealing Brother Leon’s inherent cor- 
ruption, and Brian Cochran, who in Chapter 22 and 
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elsewhere, as treasurer for the sale, discovers and 
mulls over the accounting irregularities. Occasion- 
ally the narrative point of view further fragments 
so that one chapter will present a composite view- 
point. Cormier uses this technique to convey the 
ongoing chocolate sale, as in Chapter 14. The re- 
sult is a book with a much more complex narrative 
structure than the majority of adult novels, let alone 
young adult novels. The deployment of multiple 
points of view has since become Cormier’s trade- 
mark as a novelist. In The Chocolate War his use 
of this technique is so skillful and finely judged 
that the reader never becomes confused and, more 
importantly, never loses the underlying identifica- 
tion with Jerry. 


Structure 

The reader’s sympathy with Jerry, in a book 
told from multiple points of view, is sustained by 
key interludes which occur at regular intervals 
throughout the novel. These interludes are differ- 
ent in kind from the circumstances in which other 
characters are put. Jerry is the only character who 
is observed having a life outside of school and the 
chocolate sale. A number of minor characters are 
depicted in scenes removed from school life, but 
they are either having telephone conversations 
about the sale or are out on their bikes trying to 
find buyers for the chocolates. Jerry has a personal 
life (he is grieving for his dead mother, he looks 
on the petty life of his pharmacist father with dis- 
dain, he fancies a girl at the bus stop, he looks at 
adult magazines) and, most importantly, he is the 
one character with conventionally noble aspira- 
tions. He aspires to be on the football team, and he 
is inspired by the poster hanging in his locker to 
stand alone and make an individual protest against 
the prevailing order. The structure of the novel is 
such that we increasingly see the story as a battle 
between the individual versus authority. The un- 
dercurrent of physical bullying in the school, rep- 
resented by Emile Janza, encourages our expecta- 
tion that the larger battle will end in a key 
confrontation. 


Climax 

Robert Cormier is on record as saying that he 
loves detective stories because “they always deliver 
a beginning, middle and end, a satisfying climax or 
epiphany.” The ending of The Chocolate War is cer- 
tainly climactic. But it is also unconventional. Our 
expectations of a classic confrontation, in which the 
hero will perhaps get bloodied but will emerge vic- 
torious, are mocked by the surreally absurd terms 
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on which Jerry and Emile are made to fight one an- 
other in the closing scene. They have to take turns 
throwing punches, as directed by the crowd. Ani- 
mal instincts are kept at bay by these balletic rules 
for only so long, and once they are let loose Jerry 
is brutally destroyed. The sudden eclipse of the hero 
and the collapse of his motivating belief in doing 
his own thing and daring to disturb the universe, 
combined with the equivocal exit of Jerry from the 
book (the reader is left guessing as to the serious- 
ness of his injuries), make for a downbeat conclu- 
sion. The novel’s denouement has been criticized 
by some commentators on children’s literature for 
purveying the message that evil prevails. Taken at 
face value, the climax to The Chocolate War, and 
indeed the endings of many of Cormier’s other nov- 
els, can be used to support this criticism. 


Symbols and Imagery 

Cormier’s use of imagery in this novel em- 
phasizes the fact that these events take place at a 
Catholic school, and religious symbolism under- 
writes much of the action in the novel. We do see 
Jerry’s defeat as a kind of crucifixion, but there is 
certainly no simplistic allegory or correlation in- 
tended. Rather, the gently insinuated biblical ref- 
erences encourage us to view the events of the 
novel in global or even metaphysical terms. 


Setting 

Most of the action in The Chocolate War takes 
place at Trinity, a Catholic boys’ school. Other than 
knowing that it has an athletic and football field, 
the reader is given very little visual description of 
the school. Cormier concentrates on character 
rather than place. But it is important for a general 
understanding of Cormier’s work to know that he 
has chosen to set nearly all of his young adult fic- 
tion in and around the small town of Monument, a 
fictional equivalent of his own Massachusetts 
hometown. Trinity is not in Monument, although 
one of the pupils has recently transferred from 
Monument High. But the surrounding district is 
conceived as typical of suburban America, and the 
closed, claustrophobic environment of the school 
is a microcosm for the world at large. 





Historical Context 


The 1960s/1970s Counterculture 

The Chocolate War was written in the early 
seventies and published in 1974. Its story is told al- 
most without reference to the world at large. Chap- 


ter 3 is therefore highly significant. In this chapter 
Jerry, after taking a copy of Playboy down from 
the top shelf of a magazine rack and surreptitiously 
browsing, has an exchange at a bus-stop with a con- 
frontational drop-out. Cormier’s description of the 
group from which the confrontational young man 
emerges is both specific and various. “They were 
now part of the scenery like the Civil War Cannon 
and the World War Monuments, the flagpole. Hip- 
pies. Flower Children. Street People. Drifters. 
Drop-Outs. Everybody had a different name for 
them.” In other words, they are exemplars of the 
counterculture that thrived in America in the late 
1960s and was still a strong cultural and social pres- 
ence in 1974. Jerry is mocked by their spokesman 
as a “square,” as someone hidebound by his smart 
uniform, his obedience to rules, and his sense of 
guilt (which has just been exhibited in his recol- 
lection of having to quickly get rid of the only 
pornographic magazine he had ever dared take 
home). 


Cormier, it must be noted, refrains from using 
the words “protesters” or “draft-dodgers” in con- 
nection with this group. They are specifically not 
political protesters, but social drop-outs. Fred In- 
glis, in his book The Promise of Happiness: Value 
and Meaning in Children’s Fiction, writes that 
Cormier “sounds like another dispirited radical of 
the 1968 generation, of Miami and the siege of 
Chicago. The radical moral taken to heart after a 
term and a half on the steps of Nixon’s Pentagon 
was that all structures of authority and institutions 
were deadly, and all would, in their super-ruthless 
and efficient way, break the spirit of the individ- 
ual.” However, cautious criticism of the book and 
its cultural context makes a distinction between the 
chord it struck with its audience in the resonances 
remarked upon by Inglis, and the deeper intentions 
of the author. Brother Leon’s reprehensibly hypo- 
critical classroom simulation of Nazi Germany is 
used by Cormier to incriminate both Leon himself 
and the other boys. Jerry, although he hates Leon 
from then onwards, is unaffected by the leaden 
political message of the lesson. His impulse has 
not been to protest, but to escape: “He wished he 
wasn’t here in the classroom. He wanted to be out 
on the football field, fading back, looking for a re- 
ceiver.” 


Fund-Raising and Private Education 
Fund-raising fulfilled, and still fulfills, a sub- 
stantial role in the annual budget of a private school 
such as Trinity. It also plays a part in public schools, 
where parent and student groups work to fund ex- 
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tracurricular activities from sports to music to clubs. 
Participation by pupils in annual raffles, sales, or 
other revenue-producing activities is normally non- 
controversial. What makes the Trinity sale different 
is the application of quotas to students, the sudden 
doubling of the quotas (together with a doubling in 
the price of the chocolates), the compulsion to meet 
those quotas, and the corrupt duplicity of Leon’s se- 
cret agreement with the Vigils. 


Critical Overview 





The Chocolate War can justifiably claim to be 
the novel which persuaded commentators to take 
young adult literature seriously as a new genre. The 
novel caused controversy on its publication and has 
continued to do so since. Several attempts have 
been made to ban it from school and college li- 
braries and from recommended reading lists. Ob- 
jections range from a general distaste for the book’s 
portrayal of triumphant evil to specific criticism of 
the language used by the boys and the depiction of 
sexual activity. Chapter 15 recounts how Archie 
discovered Emile Janza masturbating in the toilet 
and pretended to take a photo. “Stepping into the 
men’s room to grab a quick smoke, Archie had 
pulled open the door to one of the stalls and con- 
fronted Janza sitting there, pants dropping on the 
floor, one hand furiously at work between his legs.” 
It was unusual to find such frank description of ado- 
lescent sexual activity in a book published for chil- 
dren. 


It was even more unusual, outside of fantasy 
literature, to encounter truly evil characters in chil- 
dren’s books. As Nancy Veglahn commented in 
The Lion and the Unicorn: A Critical Journal of 
Children’s Literature: “Robert Cormier is one of 
the few writers of realistic fiction for young adults 
who creates genuinely evil characters. Unlike fan- 
tasy and science fiction books, which abound with 
embodiments of cosmic malevolence, realistic nov- 
els seem to shy away from villains.... [This] is not 
true of Robert Cormier. There is no moral bland- 
ness in his books, no picture of a world in which 
all will be well if everyone just tries a little harder.” 


It is exactly Cormier’s refusal to end his books 
on a note of hope or uplift which his critics com- 
plain about. Six years after The Chocolate War’s 
first publication, Norma Bagnall, writing in Top of 
the News, chalienged the notion that Cormier was 
a writer of realistic fiction. Was it realistic to de- 
pict a world in which there were no decent char- 
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acters capable of standing up to evil? In the case 
of this particular novel, she especially objected to 
the fact that there is no adult character in the novel 
ready and able to give Jerry support. “It is as in- 
accurate to present only the sordid and call it real- 
istic as it has been in the past to present only the 
idealistic.” According to the critic, the fact that the 
book is “brilliantly structured and skilfully written” 
made its distorted view of reality all the more dan- 
gerous. 


This viewpoint was echoed soon afterwards by 
Fred Inglis, in his The Promise of Happiness: Value 
and Meaning in Children’s Fiction. Taking Bag- 
nall’s objections one stage further, Inglis argued 
that there was a group of new writers for older chil- 
dren who were systematically destroying innocence 
by breeding a mood of cynicism. He chose Cormier 
and The Chocolate War as an exemplar of this. 
“What is deeply wrong with The Chocolate War 
... iS its grossness and indelicacy in telling its child- 
readers that heroism is, strictly, such a dead end.” 
He later added, “The intention of The Chocolate 
War seems to be to force the child directly up 
against the pain of pain, the facts of cruelty and op- 
pression, by way of showing him that the adults 
have always told lies about the world’s being a fine 
and benign place.” 


Although the book still finds its critics, it is 
noticeable that earlier detractors such as Bagnall 
and Inglis seemed to fail to grasp that the book was 
addressed to a new audience. It was not a book for 
children, but for young adults. The book’s intended 
audience made it an immediate commercial suc- 
cess. It has been continually available since first 
publication and along with subsequent novels has 
helped to establish Cormier’s position as America’s 
leading young adult novelist. Sylvia Patterson 
Iskander, writing in the Concise Dictionary of 
American Literary Biography, included the fol- 
lowing summary: “[Cormier] has brought contro- 
versy and, simultaneously, a new dimension to the 
field of young-adult literature. He has earned the 
respect of his readers, regardless of their age, be- 
cause of his refusal to compromise the truth as he 
sees it.” 


Criticism 


Stan Walker 

In the following essay, Walker, a doctoral can- 
didate at the University of Texas, analyzes how The 
Chocolate War can be interpreted within the con- 
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What 
Do I Read 
Next? 


+ I Am the Cheese, Cormier’s second young adult 
novel, published in 1977, is an effective psy- 
chological thriller based on the U.S. Witness Re- 
location Program. 


e In 1985 Cormier published a sequel to The 
Chocolate War. Beyond The Chocolate War in- 
cludes most of the original characters. An im- 
portant new character is Ray Bannister, a magi- 
cian who uses a guillotine as part of his act. 


* Fade (1988), one of Cormier’s bleakest and 
most graphic novels, is a supernatural story 
about a New England family’s ability to become 
physically invisible. 


e Tenderness (1997) is a novel which demon- 
strates that Cormier, in his seventies, has lost 
none of his power to shock. The novel describes 
a teenage girl’s fixation with a young psycho- 
pathic killer. 


© The End of the Affair (1951) by Graham Greene 
is Cormier’s favorite book, by his favorite au- 
thor. 


e Calling Home (1991) by Michael Cadnum, 
about how a teen’s guilt over causing the death 
of his friend leads him into alcoholism. A re- 
viewer in The Horn Book Magazine has said of 
Cadrium’s work: “Not since Robert Cormier has 
such a major talent emerged in adolescent liter- 
ature.” 


text of Christian beliefs. He also notes that while 
the pessimism of the novel can be seen as a prod- 
uct of its times, its power to disturb readers makes 
it timeless. 


Robert Cormier’s The Chocolate War begins 
with a seemingly serious remark: “They murdered 
him.” We quickly realize that this is the author’s 
way of telling us, with humorous exaggeration, that 
a character, who we learn is named Jerry Renault, 
has just received a heavy hit during football prac- 
tice. As the novel progresses, though, other details 





emerge, and our reading of this remark changes. 
We come to see in it a reference to Christ’s “mur- 
der,” and thus to see Jerry’s rebellion against the 
chocolate sale and everything it stands for as be- 
ing patterned in part on Christ’s “rebellion.” Other 
details complicate this association, however, so that 
by the end of the novel we are left not with a por- 
trait of Christian triumph, but rather with a set of 
anguished questions: Is there any purity or “sin- 
cerity” (or in Christian terms, redemption) in the 
world, a world that seems to be so thoroughly cor- 
rupt? If there is, can one (like Christ) attain it by 
refusing to compromise one’s beliefs—by refusing 
to “bend”—and thus risking everything, even be- 
ing “murdered,” for those beliefs? And can that re- 
fusal be an example by which others profit: can oth- 
ers be redeemed by such a self-sacrifice? 


That these questions are “anguished” suggests 
that the novel’s outlook is a bleak one; and indeed, 
there is a pervasive pessimism at the core of The 
Chocolate War. None of the “adult” power struc- 
tures in the novel—family, church, school—seem 
to offer any haven to the adolescent boys who are 
the novel’s focus. Parents, who play at best a pe- 
ripheral role, are ineffectual or absent. The “broth- 
ers” at Trinity, the Catholic prep school where The 
Chocolate War is set, are by and large no better, 
either weak, like Brother Eugene, or cruel and hyp- 
ocritical, like the novel’s central authority figure, 
Brother Leon. Not only is Leon cruel and hypo- 
critical, he is also more concerned for the school’s 
material well-being, represented by the chocolate 
sale, than he is for the boys’ spiritual nurturing. In- 
deed, his concern for the “spiritual” seems to be 
limited to the boys’ “school spirit,” his euphemism 
for their enthusiasm for the sale. The further dis- 
closure that he has made some illegal transactions 
in setting up the sales drive, while it makes some 
of his actions understandable, and thus to some ex- 
tent, perhaps, sympathetic, has the primary effect 
of sealing our verdict that he is one of the novel’s 
arch-villains. 


The other arch-villain in the novel is Archie 
Costello. Like Brother Leon, Archie is not a 
wholly unsympathetic character. We see him at 
points alone and vulnerable, though we probably 
feel that because of his hubris (excessive pride), he 
is more deserving of the discomfort he experiences 
than are the other characters in the novel (includ- 
ing, perhaps, Brother Leon). At the same time, it is 
Archie who is the guiding spirit of the Vigils, the 
officially secret student group that controls so many 
aspects of the boys’ lives at Trinity. It is he who 
articulates the cynical outlook that so troubles the 
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novel. In the novel’s second chapter, for example, 
when we first meet him, he has an exchange with 
Obie, the Vigils’ secretary, in which he claims that 
to him, the communion ceremony means nothing 
more than “chewing a wafer,” while Jesus is not 
his “leader,” but rather “a guy who walked the earth 
for thirty-three years like any other guy but caught 
the imagination of some PR cats.” 


The effect of these remarks is to suggest that 
nothing one might do has the potential for any 
larger/higher significance, in a “spiritual” sense— 
that if Jesus, the supposed Son of God, was in re- 
ality just a “guy,” then we too can be nothing more 
than just “guys.” And if we are all just “guys,” then 
we can hope for nothing better than some form of 
worldly success (to have good “PR” people behind 
us), or failing that, survival. All action, then, is re- 
duced to power “games,” and all people, as Archie 
says to Carter at the boxing “match” near the end 
of the novel, are “bastards,” “greedy and cruel.” 
Carter, like Obie, reacts with “disgust” to Archie’s 
statements—it is “as if there was no goodness at 
all in the world,” he subsequently reflects—yet he, 
like Obie, has no answer to them. Indeed, no an- 
swer is readily forthcoming from any character in 
the novel, for such a response, Cormier seems to 
be saying, cannot be made in words, but must come 
in the form of action: you cannot argue the cynic 
out of his cynicism, in other words; you must show 
him that he is “wrong.” 


The main attempt to “respond” to Archie is of 
course made by Jerry Renault. As noted earlier, it is 
intimated from the beginning of the novel that Jerry 
will in some respects “imitate” Christ in his role in 
the novel. At the same time, it is also intimated that 
Jerry will be unable to fulfill this daunting task. Hav- 
ing gotten up after the crushing hit in the first chap- 
ter, he is accidently spat upon by his coach, and his 
response to this ill-treatment, to affirm that he is fine, 
is not what he feels it should have been: “he was a 
coward about stuff like that, thinking one thing and 
doing another—he had been Peter a thousand times 
and a thousand cocks had crowed in his lifetime.” 
In comparing himself to Peter, Jerry is alluding to 
the Christian Last Supper and to Christ’s prediction 
that he would be betrayed by one of his disciples 
and that the rest would abandon him. When Peter 
hears this, he says that he would never abandon Je- 
sus, to which Jesus responds, “Verily I say unto thee, 
That this night, before the cock crow, thou shalt deny 
me thrice” (Matthew 26:34). Ironically, in respond- 
ing as he does to his coach, Jerry has literally “turned 
the other cheek” (recall that the coach spits on his 
cheek), and so not denied but followed Christ, by 
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following his teachings. That Jerry views this as 
cowardice indicates that he is unable to see the full 
implications of Christ’s example—that if he has “im- 
itated” Christ, he has done so without knowing it. 


In the subsequent events of The Chocolate 
War, neither Jerry nor any of the other characters 
in the novel ever realize the significance of his ac- 
tions in Christian terms (ironically, given that the 
novel’s setting is a Catholic school). Even the cli- 
mactic boxing “match,” reminiscent as it is of a Ro- 
man gladiatorial show, in which Jerry the “martyr” 
is thrown in to face the beast-like Emile Janza, pro- 
duces no such realization in anyone. For Jerry at 
least, the more real model for his actions is T. S. 
Eliot’s J. Alfred Prufrock, whose timid query, “Do 
I dare disturb the universe?”, is the caption of a 
poster hung in his locker. Here too, Jerry is at first 
“{not] sure of the poster’s meaning,” nor does he 
seem to know that it is Prufrock in whose mouth 
Eliot puts the famous question. After a while, 
though, he feels he understands the poster’s sig- 
nificance, and Prufrock’s question, answered cau- 
tiously in the affirmative—“Yes, I do, I do. I 
think”—becomes his battle cry. 


By the end of his trials, though, a far darker 
picture of things has emerged in the novel. After 
the boxing “match,” Jerry does feel he has had an 
epiphany or deep insight into things, but it is not 
one that affirms his decision to “disturb the uni- 
verse.” On the contrary, he has decided that one 
should stay in line, that “doing your own thing” is 
useless, when that “thing” does not happen to co- 
incide with the interests of those in power—that re- 
bellion is “a laugh, ... a fake.” What Jerry has dis- 
covered, Cormier suggests, is the modern world’s 
“heart of darkness,” for in referring to Jerry’s dis- 
covery as “the knowledge, the knowledge,” he is 
assumably echoing the famous last words of Mr. 
Kurtz in Joseph Conrad’s novella, Heart of Dark- 
ness : “The horror! The horror!” As Zibby Oneal 
puts it in an essay in Censored Books: Critical 
Viewpoints, “Within himself, [Jerry] discovers, are 
the very things he has fought—the hatred and the 
violence.” 


With this discovery, Jerry’s insistence that ig- 
noring what he has learned will only lead to one’s 
“murder” recalls the Christian example from the 
beginning of the novel, only to deny it at last. Chris- 
tianity in the modern world, Cormier appears to be 
saying, is at best a sort of shadowy absolute against 
which our relative failings can be measured; at 
worst, it is an outdated myth with no bearing on 
the “real world.” If there is to be any sort of “sec- 
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ond coming,” moreover, it will not be in the form 
of a Jerry Renault, trying to “imitate” Christ. In- 
stead, he suggests by echoing a line from W. B. 
Yeats’ poem, “The Second Coming” (1921), it will 
take the form of a general spread of coldness, hard- 
ness, and cruelty among people—the qualities that 
characterize figures like Archie and Brother Leon. 
(Yeats embodies this “coming” as a “rough beast” 
“with lion body and the head of a man, [and] / A 
gaze blank and pitiless as the sun,” and says that 
just after he has this vision of the “beast,” “The 
darkness drops again.” Cormier alludes to this fi- 
nal line at the end of Chapter 37 when Obie catches 
a glimpse of Brother Leon at the top of a hill, 
watching the “match” below: “The face vanished 
as the darkness fell.’’) 


In coming to terms with the novel’s pessimistic 
core, we should consider it in the context of the 
United States of the early 1970s, when The Choco- 
late War was published. The country was then still 
emerging from a very tumultuous and largely un- 
precedented part of its history, marked by wide- 
spread unrest, much of it violent. Widespread, too, 
was the belief among the protesters that all leaders 
and all systems of control should be distrusted, and 
eventually done away with, if possible. “Do your 
own thing” was a byword of the times, and for a 
while many felt that if everyone truly and honestly 
did so, the bad “things” (war, racial hatred) would 
somehow come out right. By the end of the 1960s, 
however, the fact that the war in Vietnam was still 
raging, combined with some ugly outbreaks of civil 
violence and a more general breakdown of the 
drug-based “counterculture,” produced in many 
people feelings of fatigue, bitterness and disillu- 
sion, even paranoia—feelings that only became 
sharper with the emergence of the Watergate scan- 
dal in 1973. These widespread feelings are reflected 
not only in some of the literature of the period (e.g., 
Robert Stone’s Dog Soldiers), but also in movies 
(The Parallax View, Serpico) and other media. This 
soured idealism is in evidence as well in The 
Chocolate War, not only in Jerry’s conclusion 
about the uselessness of “doing your own thing,” 
but also for example in Cormier’s use of the word 
“beautiful” (another byword of 1960s idealism), 
which is pervasive and ironic. 


If this pessimism was widespread in American 
culture generally, though, it was, Zibby Oneal re- 
minds us, still very new to young people’s fiction: 
“The Chocolate War was immediately—and un- 
derstandably—controversial. It broke new ground 
... toppling dearly-held taboos, upsetting any num- 
ber of conventions.” In its willingness in particu- 


lar to tell young adults that sometimes “failure hap- 
pens” and “despair ensues,” Oneal notes that the 
book still has the power to disturb readers. It is this 
continuing challenge to readers as much as any- 
thing else, perhaps, that makes The Chocolate War 
still timely—still more than a period piece. 


Source: Stan Walker, in an essay for Novels for Students, 
Gale, 1997. 


Patricia J. Campbell 

In the following excerpt, Campbell discusses 
Cormier’s writing style, use of imagery, and liter- 
ary and biblical allusions in The Chocolate War. 


“They murdered him.” The opening line of The 
Chocolate War. Three words that describe the 
whole movement of the plot. The process of “mur- 
dering” Jerry Renault is the subject; it remains only 
to tell who and why and how they felt about it. And 
what it meant. 


On the surface the story is straightforward 
enough, moving along quickly in brief, intense 
scenes. We first see Jerry slamming through a foot- 
ball practice. He is a freshman at Trinity High 
School in Monument, and making the team is im- 
portant to him, a small compensation for the recent 
death of his mother and the gray drabness of his 
life with his defeated father. The camera shifts to 
the stands; there we meet Archie, the villainous 
brains of the secret society called the Vigils. He is 
plotting “assignments” with his henchman Obie, 
cruel practical jokes to be carried out by selected 
victims. On the way home, Jerry is confronted at 
the bus stop by a hippie vagrant who challenges his 
passive conformity. Meanwhile, the malevolent 
Brother Leon, acting headmaster of Trinity, has 
called Archie into his office to break the traditional 
conspiracy of silence about the Vigils by asking for 
their help in the school chocolate sale. As Archie 
later discovers, Leon, in a bid for power while the 
headmaster is in the hospital, has overextended the 
school’s funds to take advantage of a bargain in 
twenty thousand boxes of chocolates. Archie is de- 
lighted to have the vicious brother capitulate to 
him. Now we see Archie in action, as an inoffen- 
sive kid called The Goober is assigned to loosen 
every screw in a classroom so that it falls into de- 
bris the next morning at the first touch. But no as- 
signment is complete until Archie has drawn from 
a box containing six marbles—five white and one 
black. If the black turns up—as it never has yet— 
Archie himself must carry out the assignment. But 
again the marble is white. Next we see Leon in ac- 
tion, tormenting a shy student with false accusa- 
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tions of cheating while the class watches tensely, 
then turning on the group to accuse them of con- 
doning the cruelty by their silence. An even more 
vicious character is the bestial Emile Janza, who is 
in bondage to Archie over an obscene snapshot. 
Now the cast is complete and the action begins. 


To show Leon where the power lies, Archie 
secretly assigns Jerry to refuse to sell the choco- 
lates for ten days. Brother Leon is enraged but im- 
potent as every day at roll call Jerry continues to 
answer “No.” Suspecting a plot, Leon calls honor 
student David Caroni into his office and threatens 
to spoil the boy’s perfect academic record with an 
undeserved F unless he reveals the secret. Terri- 
fied, Caroni tells him about the assignment. Finally 
the ten days are up, but Jerry, for reasons he only 
dimly understands, still continues stubbornly to 
refuse to sell the chocolates. Surreptitious approval 
for Jerry’s stand begins among the other students, 
and for the first time he begins to understand the 
words on a poster he has taped in his locker: “Do 
I dare disturb the universe?” The sales begin to 
drop off. Leon, panicked, pressures Archie; Archie 
pressures Jerry before the Vigils, but Jerry clings 
to his resolve. Soon it becomes apparent that the 
power of both Leon and the Vigils will be de- 
stroyed by the failure of the chocolate sale. When 
Carter, the jock president of the Vigils, in frustra- 
tion resorts to his fists to subdue a contemptuous 
assignee at a Vigils’ meeting, Archie realizes 
Jerry’s resistance must be destroyed utterly. The 
Vigils take charge of the chocolates, and under 
their secret management sales mount dramatically. 
With this turn of the tide, the school is caught up 
in the enthusiasm. Jerry is ostracized and tor- 
mented, first secretly by the Vigils and then openly 
by the whole student body. Finally Archie prods 
Emile Janza to taunt Jerry into a fistfight, but char- 
acteristically Emile hires some children to do the 
actual beating. The Goober, in a belated show of 
support, decides to stop selling, but his gesture is 
futile. Soon the sale is over, and only Jerry’s fifty 
boxes of chocolates remain. Archie conceives a di- 
abolical scheme for final vengeance. Under cover 
of a supposed night football rally, he stages a “raf- 
fle” for the last boxes of chocolates. He offers Jerry 
“a clean fight” with Emile Janza, and Jerry, want- 
ing desperately to hit back at everything, accepts. 
Only when he and Emile are already in the box- 
ing ring are the rules explained. The raffle tickets 
are instructions for blows and the recipient is for- 
bidden to defend himself. But now Carter and Obie 
come forward with the black box. Archie’s luck 
holds; the marble is white. The fight begins as 
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planned, but Emile’s animal rage is quickly out of 
control, and the mob goes wild as he beats Jerry 
savagely. The carnage is stopped when one of the 
brothers arrives and turns out the lights, but it is 
too late for Jerry. Terribly injured and lying in The 
Goober’s arms, he begs him not to disturb the uni- 
verse, but to conform, to give in. An ambulance 
takes him away, and Archie, who has seen Brother 
Leon watching with approval in the shadows, is 
left triumphant. 


The novel works superbly as a tragic yarn, an 
exciting piece of storytelling. Many young adults, 
especially younger readers, will simply want to en- 
joy it at this level, and Cormier himself would be 
the first to say that there is nothing wrong with that. 
A work of literature should be first of all a good 
story. But a work of literature also has resonance, 
richness, a broader intent than just the fate of the 
characters. For the reader who wants to dig a bit 
beneath the surface, there is a wealth of hidden 
meaning and emotion in The Chocolate War. How 
does Cormier achieve this atmosphere of dark, 
brooding inevitability? What are the overarching 
themes from which the events of the plot are hung? 
And, most of all, just what is the crucial thing that 
he is trying to tell us? 


A look at Cormier’s style in this book will 
show first of all the driving, staccato rhythms. The 
sentences are short and punchy, and the chapters 
are often no more than two pages. He uses dia- 
logue to move the action quickly forward and to 
establish character and situation in brief, broad 
strokes. His technique is essentially cinematic; if 
he wants to make a psychological or philosophi- 
cal point he does so visually with a symbolic event 
or an interchange between characters, rather than 
reflecting in a verbal aside. Tension is built by an 
escalating chain of events, each a little drama of 
its own. “Rather than waiting for one big climax, 
I try to create a lot of little conflicts,” he explains 
[in “An Interview with Robert Cormier” in Lion 
and the Unicorn]. “A series of explosions as I go 
along.” 


The point of view snaps back and forth from 
boy to boy in succeeding chapters, a more focused 
use of the technique called “omniscient observer.” 
First we see Archie through Obie’s eyes, then we 
are inside Jerry’s head, then we watch Leon and 
The Goober squirm under Archie’s gaze, then we 
are looking up at him from Emile’s dwarfish mind, 
then we watch Brother Leon’s classroom perfor- 
mance through Jerry’s quiet presence, and so on. 
The variety of perspectives develops our under- 
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standing of the characters and reveals the complex 
interweaving of motivations and dependencies. The 
shift is unobtrusive but can be easily detected by a 
close look at the text. Less subtly, there are occa- 
sional tags that clue the reader to a change in voice: 
Brian Cochran and Obie, for instance, are inclined 
to think, “For crying out loud!,” while Archie, 
among others, is addicted to the ironic use of the 
word beautiful. Cormier is too fine a writer, of 
course, to descend to imitation slang in order to in- 
dicate that this is a teenager speaking. Nothing 
dates a book more quickly than trendiness, as he 
learned from “The Rumple Country,” and his un- 
derstanding of the quality of adolescence goes far 
deeper than picking up the latest expression. 


Much has been made of Cormier’s imagery, 
and many essays and articles have been written on 
his metaphors and similes, his allusions and per- 
sonifications. Sometimes it seems that Cormier is 
merely exercising his virtuosity for the reader: “his 
voice curled into a question mark,” or “he poured 
himself liquid through the sunrise streets.” But most 
of the time his metaphors are precisely calculated 
to carry the weight of the emotion he is projecting. 
Carter, about to tackle Jerry, looks “like some mon- 
strous reptile in his helmet.” Leon, thwarted, has “a 
smile like the kind an undertaker fixes on the face 
of a corpse.” Jerry, happy, scuffles through “crazy 
comflake leaves” but, sad, sees autumn leaves flut- 
ter down “like doomed and crippled birds.” Jerry’s 
father, preparing their loveless dinner, slides a 
casserole “into the oven like a letter into a mail- 
box.” Sometimes the imagery is vividly unpleasant, 
as some reviewers have complained, but it is always 
appropriate to the intensity of the thing that Cormier 
is trying to say. There is a whole bouquet of bad 
smells in The Chocolate War, starting with Brother 
Leon’s rancid bacon breath. The evening comes on 
as “the sun bleeding low in the sky and spurting its 
veins.” Sweat moves like small moist bugs on 
Jerry’s forehead. The vanquished Rollo’s vomiting 
sounds like a toilet flushing. 


Literary and biblical allusions, too, enrich the 
alert reader’s experience of the novel. Shakespeare, 
the Bible, and the poetry of T.S. Eliot are the most 
obvious sources. “Cut me, do I not bleed?” thinks 
Emile, like Shylock. For Jerry, like Saint Peter, a 
thousand cocks have crowed. The quotation on the 
poster in his locker is from Eliot’s “The Love Song 
of J. Alfred Prufrock.” [Bruce Clements in Horn 
Book | has gone so far as to write an essay draw- 
ing parallels between Jerry and Hamlet, Archie and 
Iago. Cormier denies building in this particular 
analogy, but admits that such references may come 


from his subconscious. The sophisticated reader, 
too, can absorb them subliminally, without con- 
scious analysis. 


Many of these allusions are not isolated flour- 
ishes, but fit together into larger structures of mean- 
ing. As one example, the Christian symbolism in 
The Chocolate War is an indication of the impor- 
tance of the book’s theme to Cormier. Before trac- 
ing that imagery, however, it is essential to clarify 
that the school itself is not part of this symbolism. 
It is a gross misunderstanding of the theme of the 
book to interpret it as an attack on parochial schools 
or the Catholic Church. If that had been Cormier’s 
intention, it should be quite clear from his biogra- 
phy that he would have drawn on his childhood 
memories to picture a school where nuns, not broth- 
ers, presided. No, the fact that Trinity is a Catholic 
school is as irrelevant to the meaning of the story 
as that fact is irrelevant to the characters. But 
Cormier does use Christian symbolism to show the 
cosmic implications of the events he is relating. 
When Jerry refuses to sell the chocolates, the lan- 
guage suggests the Book of Revelation [as Betty 
Carter and Karen Harris state in “Realism in Ado- 
lescent Fiction” in Top of the News]: “Cities fell. 
Earth opened. Planets tilted. Stars plummeted.” In 
the first chapter, the goal posts remind Obie of 
empty crucifixes, and in the last chapter, after 
Jerry’s martyrdom, they again remind him of— 
what? In his graceless state, he can’t remember. 
When Jerry is challenged to action by the hippie, 
the man looks at him from across a Volkswagen so 
that Jerry sees only the disembodied head. The im- 
age is John the Baptist, he who was beheaded by 
Herod after he cried in the wilderness to announce 
the coming of Christ. Archie’s name has myriad 
meanings from its root of “arch”: “principal or 
chief,” “cleverly sly and alert,” “most fully em- 
bodying the qualities of its kind”; but most signif- 
icantly, the reference is to the Archangel, he who 
fell from Heaven to be the Fallen Angel, or Lucifer 
himself. The Vigils, although Cormier admits only 
to a connotation of “vigilantes,” resonate with re- 
ligious meaning. The candles placed before the al- 
tar in supplication are vigil candles, and a vigil is 
a watch on the night preceding a religious holiday. 
The members of the gang stand before Archie, who 
basks in their admiration like a religious statue 
before a bank of candles [according to Kenneth L. 
Donelson and Alleen Pace Nilsen in Literature for 
Today’s Young Adults]. But most important, the un- 
derstanding of the ultimate opposing forces of good 
and evil in The Chocolate War is a deeply Christ- 
ian, or perhaps even a deeply Catholic, vision. 
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Source: Patricia J. Campbell, “The Chocolate War,” in Pre- 
senting Robert Cormier, revised edition, Twayne Publish- 
ers, 1989, pp. 40-51. 


Patricia J. Campbell 
In the following excerpt, Campbell describes 
the ways Leon, Archie, and Emile personify evil. 
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Source: Patricia J. Campbell, “The Chocolate War,” in Pre- 
senting Robert Cormier, revised edition, Twayne Publish- 
ers, 1989, pp. 40-51. 
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Critics generally consider Dinner at the Homesick 
Restaurant, Anne Tyler’s ninth novel, to be among 
her best work. It won the PEN/Faulkner Award for 
fiction and was nominated for a National Book 
Critics Circle award and the 1983 Putitzer Prize. 
Also a commercial success, it has to date sold more 
than 60,000 copies in hardcover and more than 
655,000 in paperback. Published in 1982, the 
medium-length fiction spans several decades in the 
history of the Tull family of Baltimore, Maryland. 
Often compared to William Faulkner’s novel As I 
Lay Dying, the narrative begins with 85-year-old 
Pearl Tull, blind and on her deathbed, attempting 
to reconcile with her role as a deserted wife and 
single parent. Will her three grown children— 
Cody, Jenny, and Ezra—forgive her for sometimes 
being a physically and verbally abusive mother? 
Told from alternating points of view, Dinner at the 
Homesick Restaurant is ultimately about how 
growing up in an unconventional, turbulent family 
affected three children in very different ways. 


Although many critics considered the novel 
Jess optimistic than her other work, it drew much 
praise for its psychological insight, rich character- 
ization, well-developed plot structure, and impres- 
sive handling of multiple points of view. Like many 
of her other novels—including Earthly Posses- 
sions, Searching for Caleb, and The Accidental 
Tourist—Dinner at the Homesick Restaurant is 
about the burden of a person’s past, be it personal, 
familial, or historical. 
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Author Biography 


Anne Tyler was born on October 25, 1941, in Min- 
neapolis, Minnesota, to chemist Lloyd Parry Tyler 
and social worker Phyllis Mahon Tyler. The daugh- 
ter of Quakers, hers was a somewhat nomadic 
childhood, living in such places as Chicago; Du- 
luth, Minnesota; and Cleo, North Carolina (in 
which her family lived in an experimental collec- 
tive community in the mountains). When Anne was 
eleven, her family settled in Raleigh, North Car- 
olina. Adapting to this relatively cosmopolitan en- 
vironment did not come easily, since up until that 
time, the young gir] was unfamiliar with such con- 
veniences as the telephone. Tyler ultimately ad- 
justed, sometimes doing field work on tobacco 
plantations and observing the quirks and dialects of 
her coworkers. In high school, she planned to be- 
come a book illustrator. Phyllis Peacock, one of her 
English teachers, also instructed Reynolds Price, 
who became a successful novelist and a friend of 
Tyler’s. 


Attending Duke University on full scholarship, 
Tyler took a writing course taught by Reynolds 
Price and majored in Russian. In 1961, she gradu- 
ated Phi Beta Kappa with a B.A. and briefly pur- 
sued graduate work at Columbia University. From 
1962 to 1963, Tyler worked as a Russian bibliog- 
rapher at Duke University; in May, 1963, she mar- 
ried the Iranian medical student and novelist Taghi 
Mohammed Modaressi. While her husband com- 
pleted his residency at McGill University in Mon- 
treal, Tyler took a job as the assistant to the librarian 
of McGill’s Law Library. 


In Montreal, Tyler wrote her first two novels, 
If Morning Ever Comes (1964) and The Tin Can 
Tree (1965), neither of which received much criti- 
cal attention. However, the critics who took notice 
praised the author’s maturity and anticipated her 
future success. By the time Tyler had published her 
fifth novel, Celestial Navigation (1974), critics 
such as Gail Godwin and John Updike agreed she 
was a literary force to be reckoned with. With the 
publication of Dinner at the Homesick Restaurant 
(1982), her place as one of the best and most sig- 
nificant American novelists of her generation 
seemed secure. In addition to several novels, more 
than fifty of Anne Tyler’s short stories have been 
published to date. 


Along the way, Tyler has received countless 
literary awards, including the Mademoiselle award 
for writing (1966); Award for Literature, American 
Academy and Institute of Arts and Letters, (1977); 
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Janet Heidinger Kafka prize (1981), PEN/Faulkner 
Award for Fiction (1983), and the Pulitzer Prize for 
Fiction (1989). With the latter award and the 1990 
motion picture The Accidental Tourist—based on 
Tyler’s novel of the same name—some of the 
writer's popularity has spread into the American 
mainstream. 


While not an easy author to categorize, Tyler 
has often been described as a Southern writer, set- 
ting her early novels in the South, and is frequently 
compared to William Faulkner and Eudora Welty. 
In spite of her great productivity, she remains 
something of an enigma: an extremely private per- 
son who grants few interviews and shuns most pub- 
lic appearances. 


Plot Summary 


Part I: Pearl 

Dinner ut the Homesick Restaurant is the story 
of the Tull family of Baltimore, Maryland, told first 
from the perspective of Pearl Tull, and then from 
the perspective of each of her children, Cody, Ezra, 
and Jennifer. Because the novel is told from dif- 
fering points of view, readers often witness the 
same event several times, with different emphasis. 
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Chapter One, “Something You Should Know,” 
opens as Pearl Tull lies dying in her Baltimore 
home. Her son Ezra sits next to her. She recalls her 
life, not in chronological order, but in the way 
memory works, one memory sparking the next. She 
begins by recalling how she had almost lost her old- 
est son Cody as a baby and that near loss was the 
catalyst for her having more children. From this 
memory, she moves farther back in time and rec- 
ollects meeting and marrying Beck Tull, a travel- 
ing salesman. Pearl was thirty at the time, nearing 
spinsterhood. Her marriage did not turn out as she 
had planned. Beck moved the family from place to 
place and neither Pearl nor her children were able 
to form connections with other people. Finally, 
Beck tells Pearl that he does not want to be mar- 
ried any longer, and he leaves the family, now set- 
tled in Baltimore. Pearl finds herself a single 
mother with children aged fourteen, eleven, and 
nine. In order to keep up the appearance of a nor- 
mal marriage, Pearl lies to her children, family, and 
friends, saying Beck is away on business. Pearl re- 
calls a time when the family was together in the 
country and Beck was teaching Cody how to use 
his new bow and arrow. Cody accidentally shoots 
his mother in shoulder. The wound festers; when 
Pearl has it treated, she nearly dies from an allergy 
to penicillin. 

Amidst the memories of her younger days and 
of her children’s childhoods, Pearl surfaces into the 
present periodically. At these times, she thinks 
about her own impending death, her funeral (and 
how surprised Beck will be when he is invited), 
and her adult children. She wonders if her children 
blame her for something and she thinks that there 
must be something wrong with each of her chil- 
dren. As the chapter closes, Pearl drifts off. 
Whether she drifts to sleep, or to death, we cannot 
tell at this moment. 


Part IT: The Family 

Each of the next chapters of Dinner at the 
Homesick Restaurant is a self-contained unit, told 
from the point of view of one of the children. Taken 
together, they allow the reader to follow each of 
the children through adulthood. Cody’s story opens 
before his father has left, on the day that Cody ac- 
cidently shoots his mother with an arrow when Ezra 
interferes with his aim. From here the competition 
Cody feels with Ezra grows. Over the years, Cody 
engages in an unending series of sneaky tricks to 
get Ezra in trouble. Ezra remains largely uncon- 
scious of the practical jokes played on him by his 
brother. Nevertheless, when Pearl goes on one of 
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her periodic “rampages,” it is Cody who attempts 
to protect the younger children from Pearl’s vio- 
lence. 


As an adult, Cody continues to feel jealousy 
toward Ezra. Eventually, he meets, woos, and mar- 
ries Ruth Spivey, the woman engaged to Ezra. Even 
after marrying Ruth, Cody is jealous of Ezra and 
so he moves Ruth and their son Luke away from 
Baltimore, rarely writing and even more rarely vis- 
iting. 

Jenny’s story begins at the time when she is 
about to find herself as the only child at home. Cody 
is off to college, and Ezra has been drafted. She is 
uneasy; although her mother seems to treat her 
more kindly now, Jenny still fears her mother’s 
abuse. 


Jenny eventually leaves home for college. 
While there, she meets Harley Baines, a genius ge- 
neticist. They marry just as Jenny begins medical 
school. The marriage soon fails and Jenny finds 
herself back in Baltimore. Jenny remarries an artist 
who leaves her several months before their daugh- 
ter Becky is born. Finally, Jenny, now a pediatri- 
cian, marries a man with six children whose wife 
has abandoned him. 


Ezra’s story centers around his work at Scar- 
Jatti’s Restaurant. When Mrs. Scarlatti dies, she 
leaves the restaurant to Ezra, who renames it The 
Homesick Restaurant. Here he prepares the kind of 
food that people are homesick for, the kind of food 
that they had at home. Ezra always tries to arrange 
dinners for his family at the restaurant; however, 
someone in the family always ruins his best plans 
by exploding with anger and walking out. 


After losing his fiancee to his brother Cody, 
Ezra never marries and becomes the chief caretaker 
for his mother, Pearl, whose eyesight and health are 
failing. Often, Ezra reads his mother’s diary entries 
and describes old photographs to Pearl, who seems 
to be searching for something. Pearl finally seems 
to be satisfied when Ezra reads her a particular di- 


ary entry: 


“Barly this morning ... I went out behind the house 
to weed. Was kneeling in the dirt by the stable with 
my pinafore a mess and the perspiration rolling down 
my back, wiped my face on my sleeve, reached for 
the trowel and all at once thought, Why, I believe 
that at just this moment I am absolutely happy.” 


His mother stopped rocking and grew very still. 


“The Bedloe girls’ piano scales were floating out her 
window,” he read, “and a bottle fly was buzzing in 
the grass, and I saw that I was kneeling on such a 
beautiful green little planet. I don’t care what else 
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might come about. I have had this moment. It be- 
longs to me.” 


That was the end of the entry. He fell silent. 


“Thank you, Ezra,” his mother said. “There’s no need 
to read anymore.” 


Part III: Dinner at the Homesick 
Restaurant 

The concluding chapter of the book opens with 
the news of Pearl’s death, told from Cody’s point 
of view. All the members of Pearl’s family gather 
for her funeral, and Cody discovers that Ezra has 
invited their father to attend. After the funeral ends, 
an old man approaches Cody, who suddenly rec- 
ognizes him as their father. All of the Tulls, in- 
cluding the long-absent Beck, head to The Home- 
sick Restaurant for the funeral dinner. This time it 
is Cody who loses his temper. “You think we’re a 
family,” Cody says to his father. “You think we’re 
some jolly, situation-comedy family when we’ re in 
particles, torn apart, torn all over the place, and our 
mother was a witch.” Beck disappears when every- 
one’s attention is suddenly drawn to Jenny’s hus- 
band’s baby, who is choking. After Jenny saves the 
baby, they realize Beck is gone. All but Cody rush 
out into the street to try to find Beck. Ironically, it 
is Cody who finds his father when he finally goes 
to look. In the moments they spend together before 
the rest of the family finds them, Beck tells Cody 
the story of his marriage and why he left them. As 
Cody looks down the street, he sees the members 
of his family rushing toward him. He finds himself 
“surprised and touched. He felt that they were 
pulling him toward them—that it wasn’t they who 
were traveling, but Cody himself.” For the first 
time, Cody is drawn to his family; the book closes 
with his memory of his mother and with his mem- 
ory of the archery trip. 


Characters 


Harley Baines 

Harley is the first of Jenny Tull’s three hus- 
bands. Intellectual Harley shares at least one sim- 
ilarity with his mother-in-law, Pearl: They are both 
obsessively organized. For example, Harley 
arranges his textbooks “by height and blocks of 
color.” A minor, comical character. 


Becky 
Unable to properly handle the pressures of 
medical school, Jenny vents her frustrations by 
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Media W 
Adaptations 5 


e A 1985 audio recording of Dinner at the Home- 
sick Restaurant is available on two cassettes 
from Random House Audio. 


e Another of Tyler’s novels, The Accidental 
Tourist, was filmed in 1988 with William Hurt, 
Kathleen Turner, and Geena Davis (who won an 
Oscar for her role). The film also was cited by 
the New York Film Critics as best film, and is 
available from Warner Home Video. 





physically and emotionally abusing her only bio- 
logical child, Becky. Fortunately, Jenny realizes 
the damage she is inflicting and enlists the aid of 
Pearl to temporarily care for her young daughter. 
Becky grows up to develop some eating disorders 
(like her mother once had), but whether this is due 
to heredity or environment is left unexplained in 
the novel. 


Emmaline 

One of Pearl] Tull’s few close friends, Emma- 
line is the only woman with whom Pearl almost 
shares her secret that Beck has abandoned her and 
the children. 


Mrs. Parkins 


The fortune teller who convinces Jenny to 
marry her first husband. 


Josiah Payson 

Ezra’s slow-witted but sweet friend from 
childhood, Josiah becomes a cook at The Home- 
sick Restaurant. Jenny befriends him while Ezra is 
away from home, but when Pearl catches them in 
a potentially romantic situation, she slaps Jenny and 
cruelly calls Josiah, “A crazy! A dummy! A re- 
tarded person.” 


Mrs. Scarlatti 

Something of a surrogate mother to Ezra Tull, 
Mrs. Scarlatti is the owner of Scarlatti’s Restau- 
rant. Originally, she is Ezra’s boss; ultimately he 
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becomes her business partner. She leaves the en- 
tire restaurant property to him after she dies. (He 
then changes its name to The Homesick Restau- 
rant.) Unlike Pearl, Ezra’s biological mother, Mrs. 
Scarlatti is a relaxed, flexible woman. When she is 
dying and Ezra changes the restaurant’s atmos- 
phere, she initially takes offense, but ultimately rec- 
onciles to his vision. 


Joe St. Ambrose 
Jenny Tull’s third husband, a man whose for- 
mer wife abandoned him and their large family. De- 
spite this tragedy, Joe remains a pleasant, friendly 
person. The novel implies that Jenny marries him 
mostly because she loves nurturing his needy chil- 
dren. 


Slevin St. Ambrose 
One of Jenny Tull’s stepchildren, an intelli- 
gent but troubled teenager. Emotionally with- 
drawn, Slevin has difficulty accepting Jenny as his 
new mother until he learns that Jenny’s father 
abandoned her just as Slevin’s mother abandoned 
him. 


Beck Tull 

A salesman by profession, Beck Tull is the 
handsome, psychologically fragile man who res- 
cues the thirty-year-old Pearl from probable spin- 
sterhood. The novel implies her family is of a 
higher socioeconomic status than his. After more 
than fifteen years of marriage and three children 
(Cody, Jenny, and Ezra), he abandons his wife and 
family, prompting Pearl to insightfully refer to him 
as “the invisible presence. The absent presence.” A 
family outing, in which Cody and Ezra quarrel over 
an archery set and Pearl is almost killed by a way- 
ward arrow, precipitates Beck’s leaving—a cause 
and effect relationship that Beck only acknowl- 
edges at the end of the novel. With the terse an- 
nouncement that he doesn’t “want to stay married” 
and that he “won’t be visiting the children,” Beck 
walks out. Understandably, Beck’s departure had 
an enormous, lasting effect on Pearl and their chil- 
dren, although they all reacted in very different 
ways. 


At the conclusion of Dinner at the Homesick 
Restaurant, Beck explains his departure as a reac- 
tion to his incapacity to deal with “the grayness, 
grayness of things; half-right-and-half-wrongness 
of things.” Although he is not really a malevolent 
character, his behavior is probably the cruelest un- 
conscious event in the novel. 
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Cody Tull 
Elder son of Pearl and Beck Tull and brother 
to Ezra and Jenny, Cody is probably the least sym- 
pathetic character in the novel. He also dominates 
the novel in that Tyler dedicates more chapters to 
his point of view than to any other character. A 
troubled childhood (a father who deserted the fam- 
ily, a physically and verbally abusive mother) con- 
tributed to some of his worst character traits— 
meanness, greed, and jealousy (particularly in 
regard to Ezra, their mother’s favorite child). 


But it would be simplistic to blame all of his 
character faults to victimization; after all, Ezra and 
Jenny turned into nice people. Part of Cody’s prob- 
lems result from his unspoken guilt over his fa- 
ther’s departure. Fourteen at the time, he wonders 
“Was it something I said? Was it something I did? 
Was it something I didn’t do, that made you go 
away?” He is not to blame here, but since he does 
not articulate his feelings, nobody in the family un- 
derstands the extent of his guilt. 


Another explanation for Cody’s emotional de- 
velopment lies in a need to dominate others; in do- 
ing so, he is as domineering as his father was un- 
reliable. He becomes a very successful efficiency 
expert, an ideal profession for a control-oriented 
person who doesn’t enjoy the present moment. He 
buys his mother the Baltimore row house which she 
formerly rented, not out of love, but rather as one 
more way of competing with Ezra for her affection. 
The teenaged Cody engineers a variety of schemes 
to make his tranquil, non-competitive brother look 
foolish, but by far his cruelest action as an adult is 
marrying Ruth, his brother’s fiancee. That he does 
not even really like Ruth is more evidence of 
Cody’s obsessive competition to win the love of a 
mother whom he once called “a raving, shrieking, 
unpredictable witch.” By the conclusion of the 
novel, Cody, in a face-to-face conversation with the 
father he hasn’t seen in over three decades, learns 
the truth about his father’s abandonment and some- 
what reconciles with his bad behavior and history 
of hurt and anger. 


Ezra Tull 

Many critics and readers consider Ezra Tull— 
the younger son of Pearl and Beck Tull and brother 
to Cody and Jenny—to be the novel’s most sym- 
pathetic character. Clearly his mother’s pet, Ezra 
as an adult minimizes the abusive side of Pearl’s 
nature. After Cody, at the final family dinner, de- 
scribes the recently deceased Pearl as “a raving, 
shrieking, unpredictable witch,” Ezra defends her: 
“... She wasn’t always angry. Really, she was an- 


Novels Students 


for 


Dinner 


gry very seldom, only a few times widely 
spaced ....”” Many instances of his warmth and gen- 
erosity exist: he is the only family member to care 
for the dying Pearl; he tends to Mrs. Scarlatti, his 
business partner, when she is dying; he befriends 
the oddball Josiah; he arranges the reunion between 
Beck and the Tull family; he even refuses to bear 
a grudge when Cody steals Ruth, the woman whom 
Ezra loved and intended to marry. 


However, Ezra’s tendency to see only the 
sunny side of life often renders him passive. When 
he as a middle-aged man discovers a possibly ma- 
lignant lump on his right thigh, his first reaction is 
“All right. Let it happen. Pll go ahead and die.” 
Unlike his siblings, he never attended college, 
never married, in fact never really left home, hav- 
ing always shared a house with his mother. Yet 
ironically, when Ezra witnesses the feeble side of 
Pearl, he is less affectionate than usual: “He trusted 
his mother to be everything for him. When she cut 
her finger with a paring knife, he had felt defeated 
by her incompetence.” 


Throughout the novel Ezra strives to have one 
uninterrupted family dinner at his restaurant—The 
Homesick Restaurant—but someone, often Pearl, 
always destroys the continuity by departing early. 
Unable to achieve this feat until the novel’s con- 
clusion, Ezra extends his affection to his neighbors 
and co-workers. 


Jenny Tull 

Jenny Tull is the only daughter of Pearl and 
Beck Tull and sister to Cody and Ezra. Like her 
brothers, she suffered the desertion of her father as 
a child and occasional rages of physical and psy- 
chological abuse from her mother. Like Cody and 
to a lesser extent Ezra, she recalls the painful events 
of childhood, most of which revolve around her 
mother. At one point, she recalls her mother as a 
shrieking witch whose “pale hair could crackle 
electrically from its bun” and whose “eyes could 
get small as hatpins.” She remembered her mother 
slamming her against a wall more than once and 
denigrating her as “cockroach” and “hideous little 
sniveling guttersnipe.” Some of her memories man- 
ifest themselves in her dreams, particularly one in 
which Pearl says in an “informative and consider- 
ate tone of voice,” that “she was raising Jenny to 
eat her.” 


Jenny, however, is far from a self-pitying vic- 
tim. She goes to college and becomes a competent 
pediatrician. While none of her three marriages are 
particularly happy, Jenny is able to raise her 
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stepchildren (who have been deserted by their nat- 
ural mother) with warmth and efficiency. As a pe- 
diatrician, she is sort of surrogate parent to many 
of her clients. 


Having witnessed the worst of her mother as 
a child, Jenny realizes they have some things in 
common. Like Pearl, Jenny entered into her first 
marriage out of recklessness, a sense of adventure. 
Both are intelligent, intense women with some pro- 
clivities toward child abuse under stressful situa- 
tions. Unlike Pearl, Jenny realizes these tendencies 
early on and turns her only child over to Pearl— 
ironically enough—when Jenny cannot take care of 
her. Determined to be a happier person, Jenny de- 
cides to “make it through on a slant. She was try- 
ing to lose her intensity.” Although she is a gener- 
ally sympathetic character, Jenny has some flaws. 
She often jokes her way out of real problems, for 
example, when her stepson Slevin is having diffi- 
culty in school. When her third husband, Joe, sug- 
gests they have more children, she intentionally 
refuses to believe he is serious. Despite such short- 
comings, Jenny is a good example of a character 
who has overcome a difficult childhood and does 
not reduce herself to a victim. 


Luke Tuil 

The son of Cody and Ruth Tull, Luke is smart 
enough to understand some of his father’s ulterior 
motives. For example, Luke realizes that the bus 
ticket which teenaged Cody bought for Pearl was 
less a gift to her than a means to keep her away 
during Ezra’s birthday. Understanding that Cody 
obsesses over bitter memories, he comments, 
“What are you, crazy? How come you go on hang- 
ing on to these things, year after year after year?” 
Physically, he is a combination of Beck, Cody, and 
Ezra Tull, but temperamentally, he is more ratio- 
nal than any of them. Some critics have written that 
Luke represents the hope that future generations 
may break cycles of ill will or bad habits. 


Pearl Tull 

The matriarch of the Tull clan, Pearl is a rather 
complex character, not simply “a witch” as two of 
her children have occasionally described her. Born 
into a good family, Pearl married fairly late in life 
to Beck Tull, a handsome farm equipment sales- 
man. Although the union spared her from spinster- 
hood, she resented having to move every time her 
husband was transferred at work. Wherever she and 
her husband settled, Pearl kept herself isolated from 
the community, a pattern that continued through- 
out her life. Early in Dinner at the Homesick 
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Anne Tyler, at home in Montreal, 1965. 


Restaurant, Beck abandons her and their children, 
with little more explanation than that he doesn’t 
“want to be married” any longer and that he “won’t 
be visiting the children.” 

There is actually as much to admire in Pearl 
as there to detest. First, she is extremely indepen- 
dent and resourceful, sometimes to the detriment 
of herself. For example, as a young woman, she 
spurns a college education, because that would be 
“an admission of defeat.” When she suffers a bro- 
ken arm, Pearl waits almost 48 hours to get med- 
ical assistance because she doesn’t want to leave 
the children with the neighbors. When Beck de- 


parts, Pearl doesn’t succumb to self-pity; she finds 
an uninteresting job as a cashier at a grocery store 
and determines to raise the children single- 
handedly. A fastidious housekeeper and a perfec- 
tionist, she is ultimately as tough on herself as on 
her children. Yet with her children, she is some- 
times too tough, physically and psychologically 
abusing them in uncontrollable fits of anger. As she 
is dying, she categorizes Cody, Jenny, and Ezra as 
“duckers and drafters,” and remembers herself as 
“an angry sort of mother” who was “continually on 
edge ... too burdened ... too alone.” She wonders 
if her children will forgive her for being a less than 
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satisfactory parent. In short, Pearl has set impossi- 
bly high standards for herself that nobody could 
satisfy without some assistance, and she is usually 
too proud to request help. 


Ironically, in middle age, Pearl partly redeems 
herself as a parent by caring for Jenny’s daughter 
when Jenny simply cannot. She also loses some of 
her anger as she makes the transition from middle 
age to old age. She possesses much insight into her 
family. For example, on one occasion, Pearl likens 
her children’s growing up with the “gradual dim- 
ming of light at her bedroom door, as if they took 
some radiance with them as they moved away from 
her.” Her description of her favorite child, Ezra, 
(“so sweet and clumsy it could break your heart”) 
captures his disposition perfectly. 


Ruth Tull 

Originally a cook in The Homesick Restaurant 
and fiancee to Ezra Tull, she ultimately marries his 
brother Cody after he pursues her relentlessly. A 
homely woman with a poor self-image, Ruth is ini- 
tially suspicious of Cody’s attention. Pearl, how- 
ever, is the only one who grasps Cody’s real mo- 
tivation: to steal away his brother’s bride-to-be 
simply for the sport, the competition. Despite her 
lack of self-confidence, Ruth is in some ways 
smarter than her husband, Cody. For instance, 
while he is attracted to the glamour of owning a 
farm, she knows what hard work it really requires. 


Sam Wiley 

Sam Wiley is Jenny Tull’s second husband. 
Jenny describes him as “the one she loved best.” A 
handsome painter, he abandons Jenny when she is 
pregnant with Becky. It is implied the marriage 
failed because it required too much passion. 


Themes 


Alienation and Loneliness 

The related themes of alienation and loneliness 
permeate this novel about the impact of a father’s 
desertion on his wife and family. In the pivotal 
character of Pearl Tull, Tyler gives us an extremely 
alienated individual, at least in the sense of being 
alienated from her community. After Beck deserts 
her (after more than fifteen years of marriage), 
she determines to raise her three children single- 
handedly, without the slightest assistance from any- 
one in the neighborhood. Since she can’t even con- 
fide in her close friend Emmaline that her husband 
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Topics for 
Further 
Study ` 


e Discuss the changes that have occurred in the 
American family’s structure from 1930 to the 
present. Compare and contrast the Tull family 
against different American families today. 


¢ Explore the ways in which individuals can pre- 
vent child abuse and how to deal with it if it oc- 
curs. 


e Discuss the heredity versus environment ques- 
tion. How much of who we are is determined by 
genes, and how much is determined by our home 
environment? Give some examples of specific 
scientific studies to support your position. 


abandoned her, Pearl obviously won’t let on to the 
neighbors. Further, she refuses to discuss the de- 
sertion with her children; hence, they are left with 
the temporary impression that their salesman-father 
is away on a trip. While Pearl takes pride in her 
psychology (“They never asked about him. Didn’t 
that show how little importance a father has?... 
Apparently, she had carried this off—made the 
transition so smoothly that not a single person 
guessed. It was the greatest triumph of her life.”), 
the damage of not drawing out her children’s true 
feelings is evident throughout the novel. While to- 
day a single-parent family is no longer unusual, it 
was rather atypical in suburban America in the 
1940s and 1950s when the Tull children were grow- 
ing up. 

Pearl’s standoffishness has this effect on her 
eldest son, Cody: “What he wouldn’t give to have 
a mother who acted like other mothers! He longed 
to see her gossiping with a gang of women in the 
kitchen.... He wished he had some outside con- 
nection, something beyond this suffocating house.” 
Despite being brought up in such an isolated home, 
Jenny and Ezra as adults are responsible, caring 
members of their communities. Ezra, in particular, 
conveys sincere affection for his neighbors and his 
business associates, never angling for personal gain 
in the manner of his older brother. 
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Growth and Development 


To what extent do the three Tull children rec- 
oncile with their troubled childhood? To what ex- 
tent do they transcend it? Tyler addresses these 
rather complex questions in her novel but does not 
arrive at firm answers. First, Jenny, through the dis- 
tance of time, realizes she has acquired some of her 
mother’s good and bad character traits (e.g., her or- 
derliness, intelligence, intensity, yet also her ten- 
dencies toward child abuse during stressful situa- 
tions). She gradually but deliberately develops a 
more relaxed, humorous disposition, becoming a 
generally happier person in the process but also sac- 
rificing some passion for members of her immedi- 
ate family. 


Ezra, on the other hand, remains something of 
a child well into middle age: Unmarried, childless, 
still living with his mother, and never having 
known real sexual passion (he courts his fiancee, 
Ruth, in a nearly platonic manner before Cody 
steals her away), he discerns something missing in 
his life. “Let it be” is the theme that dominates his 
existence. He sees himself as being “ruled by a 
dreamy mood of acceptance that was partly the 
source of all his happiness and partly his undoing.” 
As Mary Ellis Gibson has written in Southern Lit- 
erary Journal, “Ezra is the most thorough fatalist 
in Dinner at the Homesick Restaurant.” Even so, 
he develops some coping skills. Mrs. Scarlatti, a 
woman much more traditionally maternal than 
Pearl, comes to see Ezra as a surrogate son; Ezra 
also gives and reciprocates strong affection to many 
non-family members, including his nephew Luke 
and his misfit friend Josiah Payson. Perhaps most 
important, he channels a great deal of his energy 
and love into making his restaurant a friendly, 
homey environment—if not necessarily a financial 
success. 


Finally, Cody, the most aggressive of the Tull 
children, remains as competitive in adulthood as in 
childhood; stealing his brother’s girlfriend, work- 
ing diligently to be financially successful, maneu- 
vering to win the maternal warmth that he has al- 
ready had for many years (Pearl feels affection 
toward him but does not show it often or well.) 
None of the above brings much happiness to Cody, 
who remains guilt-ridden, angry, and confused 
about his motivations until the conclusion of the 
novel when he confronts the father who left him 
more than thirty years ago. In that scene, Cody 
achieves a sort of epiphany, at least partly under- 
standing his actions and reactions in a troubled past. 
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Even Pearl, perhaps the least likely family 
candidate for transformation, undergoes some 
change. She redeems herself somewhat by be- 
coming a much better grandparent than she was a 
mother and allowing her children as adults to 
make their own decisions and mistakes. She may 
not approve of Jenny making three less-than- 
satisfactory marriages, but she does not interfere 
to the extent she once did. Toward the end of her 
long life, she reminisces calmly—not consumed 
by her former rage—about her life and three chil- 
dren. While she still believes that “something was 
wrong with all of her children,” and “wondered if 
her children blamed her for something,” Pearl 
does not have the real desire to pursue the matter 
and quietly dies. 
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Point of View 


One of the principal strengths of Dinner at the 
Homesick Restaurant is that it is told from so many 
different points of views so effectively. Of the 
novel’s ten chapters, two belong to Pearl, two to 
Jenny, two to Ezra, three to Cody, and one to 
Cody’s son, Luke. Each of the chapters reveals 
something unique or unusual about the character 
from whose point of view dominates. As a result 
of alternating the narration, the reader understands 
the main characters better than they understand 
themselves. 


Setting 


The setting for Dinner at the Homesick Restau- 
rant is mostly Baltimore, Maryland, a city that fig- 
ures prominently in many Tyler novels. Pearl has 
spent most of her adult life there; Ezra has lived al- 
most all of his life in this city; Jenny, with the ex- 
ception of her college and medical school years, is 
a Baltimorean; only the nomadic Cody, whose jobs 
and upward mobility require much travel and mov- 
ing, spends considerably less time in Baltimore. 
The time frame of the novel covers roughly fifty- 
five years, from the middle 1920s—the time of 
Pearl’s marriage—to 1979, the year of her death. 
This period of more than half a century allows 
Tyler to richly develop the motivations, complex- 
ities, contradictions, and nuances of her main char- 
acters. 


Novels Students 


for 


Dinner 


Symbolism 

The title of the novel refers to Ezra’s restau- 
rant, an eating place he inherited from his business 
partner, Mrs. Scarlatti. As many critics have 
stressed, “homesick” has many different meanings. 
It can mean “sick for home” (this best applies to 
Jenny), “sick at home” (Ezra), and “sick from 
home” (Cody). The concept of time is symbolic for 
time management consultant Cody, who often de- 
sires to escape from unpleasant moments in the pre- 
sent by stepping into pleasant past moments. “If 
only Einstein were right and time were a kind of 
river you could choose to step into at any place 
along the shore,” he tells his son Luke. 


Irony 

Although darker than many of Anne Tyler’s 
novels, Dinner at the Homesick Restaurant con- 
tains many humorously ironic moments. For ex- 
ample, after Pearl’s death the minister delivers a 
respectfully generic eulogy in which he calls her 
“a devoted wife and a loving mother and a pillar 
of the community.” But Cody is aware “that she 
hadn’t been anyone’s wife for over a third of a 
century; that she’d been a frantic, angry, some- 
times terrifying mother; and that she’d never 
shown the faintest interest in her community.” An- 
other example of irony is how hard-driven Cody 
is particularly competitive with Ezra, probably the 
least competitive major character in the novel. 
Sometimes, Ezra does not even realize when Cody 
is in competition with him, for example, when 
Cody is desperately wooing Ruth before Ezra mar- 
ries her. When Cody perceives Ezra as “his old- 
est enemy,” he is actually referring to a person in- 
capable of hating anyone. Also ironic is Jenny’s 
tendency to lavish more affection on her stepchil- 
dren than on her husband or members of her im- 
mediate family. 


Comic Relief 

Some of the minor characters in the novel pro- 
vide this quality. Harley Baines, Jenny’s first hus- 
band, is so controlling (e.g., telling Jenny how 
many times to chew her food) and methodical (e.g., 
arranging his textbooks by height and blocks of 
color) that his brief appearance is comic. Ruth’s in- 
ability to accept compliments (e.g., when Cody 
buys her copper-colored roses to match her hair, 
she thinks he is mocking her) is both amusing and 
touching. Some of Tyler’s matter-of-fact observa- 
tions (e.g., when Ezra’s best cook quits because a 
horoscope recommends it) also lend occasional 
comic relief to this novel. 
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Epiphany 

At least two moments in Dinner at the Home- 
sick Restaurant qualify as epiphanies, or sudden re- 
alizations of the meaning of things. First, in the 
novel’s conclusion, Cody has a private conversa- 
tion with Beck, the father who abandoned him as 
a teenager. In the course of their talk, Cody at least 
partly reconciles with some of his unhappiness and 
cruelty. Second, Jenny has her own spiritual awak- 
ening after she physically abuses her young daugh- 
ter Becky: “Ali of her childhood returned to her: 
her mother’s blows and slaps and curses, her 
mother’s pointed fingernails digging into Jenny’s 
arm....”” Subsequently, she suffers a nervous break- 
down but recovers (with Pearl’s help) and goes on 
to develop a less driven, happier personality. 


Historical Context 


Child Abuse in America 


Although Dinner at the Homesick Restaurant 
traces the evolution of the fictional Tull family 
from roughly 1925 to 1979, its theme of child abuse 
is particularly relevant to the 1980s, the decade in 
which the novel was published. The first national 
studies to determine the prevalence of child abuse 
were conducted in 1974; five years later, the fed- 
eral Child abuse Prevention and Treatment Act 
mandated periodic National Incidence Reports. By 
1984—two years after Dinner at the Homesick 
Restaurant was released—the American Humane 
Association (AHA) claimed that there were roughly 
1.7 million abused or neglected children in the 
United States. The 1988 Study of National Inci- 
dence and Prevalence of Child abuse and Neglect 
arrived at a total of 1.5 million abused or neglected 
children, and their report broke down the statistics 
into three categories of abuse—physical, sexual, 
and emotional. The report also found that more than 
one thousand children died as a direct result of mal- 
treatment in the year 1986. 


In Dinner at the Homesick Restaurant Pearl 
Tull periodically abuses her three children physi- 
cally and emotionally, although never sexually. 
Jenny Tull, to a lesser extent, abuses her daughter 
in stressful situations, although Jenny is sensitive 
enough to realize it and seek help. Most of Pearl’s 
abusive behavior is related to the stress of raising 
a family alone at a time when single parenting was 
uncommon and single parents had few services to 
which they could turn to for help. Compounding 
this situations are Pearl’s perfectionist tendencies 
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A typical diner, 1952. 








and her intense refusal to accept that her marriage 
was a failure. The extent of her mistreatment of the 
children is uncertain, since the memories of each 
child differ sharply. While they all experience or 
observe some degree of Pearl’s rage, none of the 
children consider the possibility of reporting it to 
the authorities, an omission in keeping with the 
spirit of the American times and the lack of social 
service agencies at that time in history. 


Today a greater effort is placed on fighting 
many of the contributing factors that often lead to 
child abuse or neglect—poor parenting skills, men- 
tal health problems, and substance abuse, to name 
a few. There are also more social agencies focused 
on dealing with real or suspected instances of 
abuse, along with federal and state efforts targeted 
at its prevention. 


Critical Overview 


Dinner at the Homesick Restaurant, originally 
published in the United States by Knopf in 1982, 
qualified as a critical and commercial success for 
its somewhat reclusive author, Anne Tyler. In one 
of her few interviews, Tyler said as quoted in Dic- 
tionary of Literary Biography Yearbook, “I think 
what I was doing was saying ‘Well, all right, I’ve 


joked around about families long enough; let me 
tell you now what I really believe about them.’” 


Although her opinion produced a book less op- 
timistic than some of her previous novels, critics 
(many of whom had ignored Tyler’s previous nov- 
els) responded positively for the most part. Al- 
though Elizabeth Evans in her book Anne Tyler and 
some other critics thought that using Pearl’s 
deathbed was not a particularly original structural 
device, the consensus was that Tyler’s perception 
of an unconventional, emotionally scarred family 
rang fascinating, poignant, and true. 


Many commended Tyler’s control over multi- 
ple points of view, as well as her rich characteri- 
zations, and a complex plot structure. In a Yale Re- 
view interview with Barbara Lazear Ascher, the 
writer Eudora Welty lavished more general praise 
on Tyler: “She is the best.... I told her once if I 
could have written the last sentence of Dinner at 
the Homesick Restaurant, 'd have been happy for 
the rest of my life.” John Updike, in his New Yorker 
review of the author’s ninth novel, was no less com- 
plimentary: “She has arrived, I think, at a new level 
of power, and gives us a lucid and delightful yet 
complex and sombre improvisation on her favorite 
theme, family life.’ Kathleen Woodward in her 
chapter “Forgetting and Remembering” from the 
book Anne Tyler as Novelist wrote, “With Pearl 
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Tull, Tyler gives us an indelible compelling por- 
trait of a woman in her last years.” 


Benjamin DeMott, in The New York Times 
Book Review, praised Tyler because she “edges 
deeper into a truth that’s simultaneously (and in- 
terdependently) psychological, moral and formal— 
deeper than many living novelists of serious repu- 
tations have penetrated, deeper than Miss Tyler has 
gone before.” He also observed that “there’s a 
touch of Dostoyevsky’s ‘Idiot’ in Ezra, a hint of 
the unposturing selflessness.” Donna Gersten- 
berger, in the “Everybody Speaks” chapter from 
Anne Tyler as Novelist, wrote, “The meaning, the 
triumph of Dinner at the Homesick Restaurant re- 
sides, I think, in the family members’ ability to 
learn to reread the text of self of family relation- 
ships that have been previously constructed under 
immense pressure.” 


Other critics pointed out that part of Tyler’s 
success was that she did not look for easy answers 
or convenient scapegoats in her work. For exam- 
ple, Paula Gallant Eckard noted in Southern 
Literary Journal, “Tyler resists the temptation to 
indict parents, particularly mothers, for the trans- 
gressions of the past and the ultimate shaping of 
offspring.” 


A minority of reviewers panned Tyler’s novel. 
For example, James Wolcott, in his highly nega- 
tive review printed in Esquire, said Dinner at the 
Homesick Restaurant “is hobbled from page one 
by its rickety plot structure. ... Deathbed retrospec- 
tives have been worked to the nub in fiction, and 
Tyler doesn’t come up with any spiffy ways to soup 
up and customize her time machine.” 


With its immediate popular critical reception, 
Dinner at the Homesick Restaurant won the 
PEN/Faulkner award for Fiction and was nomi- 
nated for both a National Book Critics Circle award 
and the 1983 Pulitzer Prize. In 1986, Tyler actu- 
ally won the National Book Critics Circle award, 
and by 1989, the Pulitzer Prize for her novel 
Breathing Lessons. As prolific in the 1990s as she 
was from the beginning of her career, Tyler con- 
tinues to publish an average of one novel every few 
years, but seldom talks publicly about her work. 
Most of her novels concern, to some extent, the 
joys, ambiguities, and pain in the typical American 
family. Her more recent books include Saint Maybe 
(1991), and Ladder of Years (1995). 
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Diane Henningfeld 

Henningfeld is a professor of English at Adrian 
College. In the following essay, she traces the crit- 
ical history of Tyler’s Dinner at the Homesick 
Restaurant and explores the various psychological 
interpretations of the novel. 


Homesick 


Anne Tyler published her ninth novel, Dinner 
at the Homesick Restaurant in 1982. Set in Balti- 
more, the novel tells the story of Pearl Tull and her 
children, Cody, Ezra and Jenny, as they attempt to 
come to terms with a pivotal event, their abandon- 
ment by Beck Tull, husband to Pear! and father to 
the children. 

Dinner at the Homesick Restaurant received 
excellent reviews on its publication. In the New 
York Times Book Review, Benjamin DeMott called 
it “a border crossing” for Tyler, a book which 
pushes her “deep into truth.” Likewise, John Up- 
dike wrote that Tyler had reached “a new level of 
power, and gives us a lucid and delightful yet com- 
plex and somber improvisation on her favorite 
theme, family life.” 

Not all reviewers, however, described Dinner 
at the Homesick Restaurant so positively. Vivian 
Gornick in The Village Voice accused Tyler of “ar- 
rested development” because of the lack of sexual 
energy in her novel. She called Tyler’s prose “sex- 
ually anesthetized.” James Wolcott, in a review for 
Esquire, suggested that the novel “is hobbled from 
page one on by its rickety plot structure.” 

Anne Tyler provides for us the way she thinks 
about Dinner at the Homesick Restaurant in an in- 
terview with Sarah English: “I think what I was do- 
ing was saying, ‘Well, all right, I’ve joked about 
families long enough; let me tell you what I really 
believe about them.’” A number of critics write ex- 
tensively on just what it is that Tyler believes about 
families, using Dinner at the Homesick Restaurant 
as their evidence. For example, Anne Hall Petry ar- 
gues in Understanding Anne Tyler that what Tyler 
“really believes” can be uncovered by a close ex- 
amination of the word homesick. The word oper- 
ates on three levels, according to Petry: homesick, 
as caused by a longing for home when one is away 
from home; homesick, as in sick of home, a con- 
dition often felt by children eager to be on their 
own; and homesick, as in sick from home, a psy- 
chological or emotional illness caused by the home 
environment. 


Certainly, Dinner at the Homesick Restaurant 
can be read from a number of different critical ap- 
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e The Ballad of the Sad Cafe and other Stories, 
Carson McCullers’s 1951 novel. Considered by 
many critics to be the author’s finest work, this 
story is about a twisted love triangle in a small 
southern town during the 1940s. 


e As I Lay Dying. In William Faulkner’s 1930 
novel, the dying matriarch Addie Bundren bears 
many similarities to Pearl Tull in Dinner at the 
Homesick Restaurant. The two novels are also 
somewhat alike structurally. 


* Anne Tyler’s Pulitzer Prize-nominated 1985 
novel The Accidental Tourist is about a travel 
writer coping with the loss of his only son. 


¢ The Portable Chekhov. Published in 1947, this 
volume includes twenty-eight short stories, two 
plays, and a vivid selection of letters by Anton 
Chekhov, generally considered one of the great- 
est and most prolific Russian writers. 


proaches. For example, it is possible to read the 
novel as a sociological study of abuse and isola- 
tion. Because Pearl is so concerned with keeping 
up the appearances of a happy family, she hides the 
fact of Beck’s desertion from her children, her 
neighbors, her family, and even her closest friend. 
Elizabeth Evans argues that the “most poignant ex- 
ample” of Pearl’s isolation occurs when she “re- 
fuses to allow herself to confide in her old friend 
Emmaline.” Further, the isolation and responsibil- 
ity of being a single parent cause such strain for 
Pearl that she often attacks her own children in ver- 
bal and physical abuse, as Jenny recalls: “Which 
of her children had not felt her stinging slap, with 
the claw-encased pearl in her engagement ring that 
could bloody a lip at one flick?.... She herself, 
more than once had been slammed against a wall, 
been called ‘serpent,’ ‘cockroach,’ ‘hideous little 
sniveling guttersnipe.’” Tellingly, just as sociolog- 
ical studies demonstrate, the pattern of abuse re- 
peats itself. When Jenny is a single parent herself, 
trying to care for her infant daughter Becky while 


coping with medical school, she finds herself abus- 
ing her own daughter: “She slammed Becky’s face 
into her Peter Rabbit dinner plate and gave her a 
bloody nose. She yanked a handful of hair. All her 
childhood returned to her....” 


Other critics choose to read Dinner at the 
Homesick Restaurant from a psychological per- 
spective. In such a reading, the critic often con- 
centrates on the effect of Beck’s absence on each 
of the children, noting the way that their develop- 
ment and maturity have been damaged by their fa- 
ther’s desertion. Joseph B. Wagner goes so far as 
to suggest that Beck’s departure is the “single most 
powerful factor in the development of the central 
characters.... The rest of their lives are so molded 
by that departure that their personalities correspond 
to psychoanalytic profiles of children who, at sim- 
ilar ages, are also abandoned by their fathers.” 


In another psychological study, Joseph C. 
Voelker sees in each of the children the idealiza- 
tion process. Each child longs for and attempts to 
recreate the ideal family for himself or herself. 
Cody, for example, longs for a mother who stays 
at home and visits with other housewives. Later, he 
buys a farmhouse and imagines himself settling in 
with his family, something he never does in real- 
ity. Ezra idealizes the notion of the family dinner 
at his business, The Homesick Restaurant. Al- 
though someone (usually Pearl) always explodes 
into anger each time he tries to arrange the perfect 
family dinner, he nonetheless repeats the scene 
throughout the book. Rather than starting a family 
himself, he nurtures strangers by providing them 
with food. Jenny goes through three marriages try- 
ing to find the perfect family. In her third marriage, 
to a man who has six children and who has been 
abandoned by his wife, she finds her ideal: the sheer 
activity of raising so many children protects her 
from emotional investment in them. 


Finally, it is possible to examine Dinner at the 
Homesick Restaurant from a formal approach. That 
is, by examining the literary tools Tyler uses to con- 
struct her novel, we can begin to understand not 
only what the novel means but also how it means. 
One critic who takes a formal approach to the novel 
is Donna Gerstenberger. In her essay, “Everybody 
Speaks,” she examines the narrative voice Tyler 
constructs for her novel. Gerstenberger writes that 
this voice is one of “calm reasonableness,” and that 
she “democratically parcels out reason and unrea- 
son so evenly, individual voices in her novels seem 
to have an equal claim on the reader....” In other 
words, each of the points of view Tyler uses in Din- 
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ner at the Homesick Restaurant helps to establish 
that none of the characters is all good, or all bad, 
all sane or all insane. This evenness in voice allows 
us to read all of the characters sympathetically. 


Similarly, a formal approach often takes into 
account images and metaphors. By comparing an 
abstract idea to something concrete, the writer is 
able to reveal her meaning subtly. Robert W. Croft 
argues that food is the central metaphor of Dinner 
at the Homesick Restaurant. Food represents phys- 
ical and emotional nurturing. Thus, in the early part 
of the book, Pearl’s refusal to feed her children ad- 
equately becomes symbolic of her inability to emo- 
tionally nurture the children. After a particularly vi- 
olent episode of abuse, for example, “Cody had 
such a loaded feeling in his throat, he never wanted 
to eat again.” Jenny’s abuse of her daughter Becky 
occurs as she tries to feed her. 


Tyler often uses food in moments of healing 
in the book, as well. When Jenny suffers a nervous 
breakdown, her mother feeds her and helps her to 
regain her health. Ezra repeatedly tries to heal his 
family by planning and hosting family dinners at 
the Homesick Restaurant. By the end of the book, 
it seems at least possible that the family will be 
able to complete one dinner together, although even 
here Tyler leaves us in doubt. The long-absent Beck 
agrees to come to the dinner, but says, “ ... I warn 
you, I plan to leave before that dessert wine’s 
poured.” 


Just as food is a paradox in that it represents 
both moments of violence and of healing, there are 
other telling paradoxes and contradictions in the 
story. As Gerstenberger argues, each of the char- 
acters shares in the telling of the story of the Tull 
family, and thus each seems to wield equal au- 
thority in the telling. Nonetheless, each character’s 
story is self-contradictory. For example, Cody, the 
child who feels the most anger at his father’s de- 
parture, manages to recreate his father’s life in his 
own family. As a successful efficiency engineer, he 
moves his family from town to town, never letting 
them put down roots or establish themselves. Iron- 
ically, it is Cody who seems to make peace with 
his father by the end of the book and it is Cody 
who reintegrates his father back into the family: 
“Cody held on to his elbow and led him toward the 
others.” Jenny, too, provides us with a model of 
self-contradiction. Throughout the book, she seems 
to be the child most affected by Pearl’s abuse. 
When she is at home with her mother after Cody 
has left for college and Ezra has left for the army, 
she is uneasy and has nightmares that her mother 
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is a witch. Nonetheless, after she leaves home and 
her first marriage begins to fail, she returns home. 
In the place where she was least safe as a child, she 
feels most safe as an adult: “She loosened; she was 
safe at last, in the only place where people knew 
exactly who she was and loved her anyway.” 


And perhaps this is what Tyler “really be- 
lieves” about families: that they are themselves 
paradoxical and self-contradictory. Families are 
havens as well as prisons, the place of much joy 
and the place of much sorrow. By the end of the 
book, we see that each Tull child has created and 
recreated his or her life and family through the act 
of memory. In Dinner at the Homesick Restaurant, 
memory is like nothing so much as one of Ezra’s 
recipes. Each character, through the act of mem- 
ory, experiments with what to leave in and what to 
take out, adjusting here and there, like adding salt 
to stew. Beck’s arrival in the closing pages of the 
book provides the missing ingredient that each has 
struggled to find throughout the book. There are 
still troubling and contradictory messages on the 
closing pages. During his mother’s funeral, for ex- 
ample, Cody reflects “That her life had been very 
long indeed, but never full; stunted was more like 
it.” Nevertheless, Cody’s final memories of his 
mother are of her “upright form along the grasses, 
her hair lit gold, her small hands smoothing her 
bouquet while the arrow journeyed on.” These 
peaceful, positive memories suggest, at least, that 
the family story can always be revised. 


Source: Diane Henningfeld, in an essay for Novels for Stu- 
dents, Gale, 1997. 


Carol S. Manning 

In the following excerpt, Manning argues that 
Dinner at the Homesick Restaurant takes the fa- 
miliar figure of the wandering adventurer and 
portrays him as “irresponsible, vain, and self- 
centered” by showing the effects of his absence on 
his family. She compares his role in Tyler’s novel 
to that of King McLain in Eudora Welty’s The 
Golden Apples. 


A familiar and appealing figure of the hero in 
narrative is that of the adventurer who wanders ei- 
ther alone or with male comrades in quest of some 
goal or in simple harmony with nature. He en- 
counters heroic adventures along the way. The im- 
age has come down to us from Odysseus, is seen 
in American fiction in a character such as James 
Fenimore Cooper’s Natty Bumppo, and has re- 
ceived wide circulation through western movie he- 
roes such as Shane and the Lone Ranger. This hero 


Dinner at the Homesick 
is almost always unmarried and hence does not 
have the encumbrance of a wife or family to hand- 
icap his freedom. But even if, like Odysseus, the 
hero is married and with child, his family rarely en- 
ters his mind, and the author largely ignores the 
day-by-day circumstances of those left at home. 
Thus the family is seldom a concern of the reader. 
The story or novel is about the free-roaming hero 
and his adventures.... 


With her short stories “The Hitch-Hikers” and 
“Death of a Traveling Salesman,” [Eudora] Welty 
separates herself from this romantic tradition by fo- 
cusing on wanderers who learn that such freedom 
is not necessarily something to relish. In a subse- 
quent work, The Golden Apples, she counters this 
romantic tradition more sharply. So does the 
younger author Anne Tyler in her novel Dinner at 
the Homesick Restaurant. Both writers undermine 
the male fantasy of the free-spirited hero by fo- 
cusing on what the fantasy ignores. As viewed by 
these clear-eyed realists, the wandering hero is not 
single but married, and it is the home world he in 
effect deserts that the authors take as their focus. 
Exhibiting similar visions, Welty and Tyler portray 
the roaming hero—in the guise of a traveling sales- 
man—as irresponsible, vain, and self-centered. 
They thus unmask and unhorse the romantic 
quester. 


Though distinctly different works, The Golden 
Apples and Dinner at the Homesick Restaurant 
have striking similarities. Both traveling salesmen 
in these narratives are conceited, flamboyant 
men.... Tyler’s Beck Tull lacks the exalted status 
that [Welty’s King MacLain] has inherited—in 
fact, Beck seems to have no family history—and 
therefore depends chiefly on his charm and good 
looks to get ahead. Like King, he is, as a young 
man, handsome, vain, and courtly. “Lean and 
rangy,” he waves his black hair extravagantly; his 
eyes are such a brilliant blue that they seem unreal; 
and he woos women with gifts of chocolates and 
flowers, many compliments, and perfect manners 
(“he was respectful to a fault and never grabbed at 
her the way some other men might’). 


The women these handsome, flamboyant he- 
roes court and marry are themselves similar yet are 
opposites of their husbands. Both cavaliers sur- 
prisingly undertake fast and fierce courtships of 
women the neighbors consider unlikely candidates 
for marriage. King woos Snowdie Hudson, who, 
being an albino, had seemed destined to remain a 
wallflower and a school teacher all her life. Beck 
woos Pear! Cody, who, at age 30, is already con- 
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sidered an old maid—and is six years older than 
Beck. The like-named Snowdie and Pearl are swept 
off their feet by the dashing King and Beck. Mar- 
ried, Snowdie and Pearl turn to meticulous house- 
keeping and homemaking. As one character says 
of Snowdie, “At her house it was like Sunday even 
in the mornings, every day, in that cleaned up way.” 
Similarly, Pearl concentrates on making each house 
she and her husband move into “airtight and rust- 
proof and waterproof.” At first, it looks as though 
neither woman will have any children. But finally, 
Snowdie has twin sons and Pearl has two sons and 
a daughter. 


Meanwhile, their husbands are off selling their 
wares—King peddles tea and spices; Beck’s line is 
farm and garden equipment. After a few years, 
King comes home less and less often and then 
seems to have disappeared for good, leaving his hat 
on the banks of the Big Black River to hint that he 
has drowned. In contrast, Beck’s departure is sud- 
den. After twenty years of coming home more or 
less regularly on weekends, he announces one Sun- 
day in 1944 that he doesn’t want to stay married 
any longer. He packs and leaves that very night. 


In running away, both men are, like the con- 
ventional roaming hero, seeking adventure and 
glamor but also escape from the responsibilities, 
confinement, and expectations of home. Despite his 
law degree, King had become a traveling salesman 
in the first place so he could come and go as he 
pleases—could, as he says, “make considerable 
trips off and only [have] my glimpses of the peo- 
ple back here.” He allegedly returns one afternoon 
a few years after disappearing but beats a hasty re- 
treat when confronted with a vision of home re- 
sponsibilities in the forms of his young, rambunc- 
tious twin sons on roller skates. Beck also returns 
after two or three years, but rather than announc- 
ing himself, he spies on his family from across the 
street, as King had spied on his through a porch 
window. When Beck sees his oldest son come out, 
pick up the evening newspaper and casually flip it 
in the air, he conveniently concludes that his fam- 
ily is getting along well enough without him, so he 
too hastily beats a retreat. Beck doesn’t want to get 
close to anyone: “Oh, it’s closeness that does 
you in,” he says. Near the end of the novel, Beck 
tells his son that he had deserted his family because 
of the “grayness of things; half-right-and-half- 
wrongness of things. Everything tangled, mingled, 
not perfect any more. J couldn’t take that,” he says. 
“Your mother could, but not me.” So Beck—like 
King and the other wandering heroes—pursues his 
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own whims and leaves his wife to cope with the 
tangled, imperfect home world. 


But whereas King and Beck avoid the gray- 
ness of home, the authors of these works do not. 
For in contrast to the male fantasy that focuses on 
the adventures of the wanderer, The Golden Apples 
and Dinner at the Homesick Restaurant focus on 
the home world that the hero flees. By thus show- 
ing us the consequences of his desertion of his fam- 
ily, Welty and Tyler unhorse the hero. They fur- 
ther deflate his romantic image by revealing him 
to be an ordinary—not glamorous—man when he 
does briefly pop up in the narrative. 


Throughout most of Tyler’s long novel and 
Welty’s complex, interrelated cycle of stories, the 
runaway husband is absent both from home and 
from the fictional scene, yet he is never forgotten 
by those he has left behind. In fact, Beck’s and 
King’s desertions of their families are the crucial 
events in the lives of their wives and children.... 
Whereas King leaves his family in a small town 
where he and the family are well known, Beck 
leaves his family in a Baltimore neighborhood, 
where he is virtually unknown and goes unmissed. 
In fact, part of Beck’s problem, in contrast to 
King’s, is that Beck fears he is a nobody. But 
whereas Beck’s absence makes no ripple in the 
community, it causes his wife Pearl as much pain 
as King’s causes Snowdie. Though she has come 
to see him as a slangy, incompetent, unreliable 
man, Pearl nonetheless dreams about him, longs for 
his return, and plans how nice she will act if he 
does: “He would come with presents for them and 
she’d be the one to open the door—perfumed, in 
her Sunday dress, maybe wearing a bit of rouge.” 


Both wives also feel humiliated by their hus- 
bands’ desertions. Initially, Snowdie tries to cover 
King’s absence by telling the neighbors that her 
husband has to be away because of fragile health; 
he needs “the waters.” Similarly, for years Pearl 
pretends to her children and the neighbors that Beck 
is only on an extended business trip. Fearing the 
gossip and charity of the neighbors, both Snowdie 
and Pearl in their pride keep close counsel with 
themselves. Pearl shuts all the neighbors out, al- 
lows herself no friends. Snowdie continues to con- 
tribute to community life but maintains a personal 
distance. 


Still another cost of the husbands’ wanderlust 
is financial hardship for their families. The aban- 
doned wives have to find some means to support 
their families, and this in a time when work op- 
portunities for women are few. Snowdie takes in 
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boarders, and Pearl gets a job as a cashier in a lo- 
cal grocery store. Once her children begin to leave 
home and their rooms become available, Pearl takes 
in boarders as well. 


Just as Snowdie and Pear] suffer as a conse- 
quence of their husbands’ wanderlust, so do their 
children.... Pearl Tull’s children, who are 14, 11, 
and 9 when their father runs away, are all emo- 
tionally stunted by his desertion. The middle child 
Ezra is the stay-at-home and nurturer in this case, 
while Cody and Jenny feel driven to get away. 
Beck’s desertion affects Cody, the oldest, most no- 
ticeably and directly. He ever after wonders if he 
is to blame for his father’s leaving. Addressing his 
father in one of his interior monologues, as Welty’s 
Ran MacLain does at the beginning of his story, 
Cody wonders, “Was it something I said? Was it 
something I did? Was it something I didn’t do, that 
made you go away?” Because he senses that his 
brother is his mother’s favorite, Cody especially 
desires his father’s love and attention. He becomes 
absorbed with climbing the business ladder of suc- 
cess, to prove himself, unlike his father, a good 
provider for his family, but also in hopes of win- 
ning his father’s appreciation and approval, should 
Beck ever return. Cody even enters his father’s pro- 
fession—he is a traveling salesman, of sorts. But 
what he sells is efficiency and ideas, and he is ex- 
pert in his field. In leaving home, Cody is not, like 
Beck, seeking adventure and escape from home re- 
sponsibilities. Indeed, in his determination to avoid 
repeating his father’s life, he takes his wife and son 
with him wherever he goes, and he consistently aids 
his mother financially. 


Cody and his siblings suffer doubly from their 
father’s desertion, first simply from their father’s 
absence and second from the consequences of that 
absence on their mother. Pearl’s behavior toward 
her children is erratic. After a long day on her feet 
at the grocery store, she frequently comes home 
feeling tired, overworked, put upon, lonely, and 
frustrated by her limited ability to provide. Turn- 
ing abusive, she takes her frustration and resent- 
ment out on her children, attacking them both phys- 
ically and verbally. 


Near the ends of their works, both Eudora 
Welty and Anne Tyler bring the missing husband 
back on the scene. Though distinctly different in 
detail, these endings are strikingly similar in scene, 
purpose, and effect. The occasion in each case is a 
funeral—Katie Rainey’s funeral in The Golden Ap- 
ples, at which the whole Morgana community gath- 
ers; and Pearl Tull’s funeral in Dinner, at which 
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Pearl’s whole family gathers. These endings hu- 
manize the runaway husbands and further under- 
mine the familiar fantasy of the admirable, free- 
spirited adventurer.... 


In the last chapter of Dinner at the Homesick 
Restaurant, Beck Tull comes back home to attend 
his wife’s funeral. Though he has not seen his fam- 
ily for 35 years, Pearl has made sure he is there at 
the end. Having him invited to the funeral may be 
her means of triumphing over him: she causes him, 
after 35 years of absence, to fulfill at least one of 
his obligations as husband and father. Or getting 
him to the funeral may be her revenge on him, for 
she anticipates that he will expose himself to his 
children as still the vain, weak man she knew him 
to be decades before. 


And she is right. Now 79 years old, Beck still 
wears his hair in “a fan-shaped pompadour, still 
thick and sharply crimped,” and he comes dressed 
nattily, in a pinstriped but “ill-fitting navy blue 
suit” with a “gangsterish air.” Despite his long de- 
sertion of his family, he seems to expect to be wel- 
comed home with open arms and to be made a great 
to-do over—as though he had been away on some 
noble quest or is returning a hero of war. When his 
oldest son Cody recognizes him, Beck responds, 
Tyler tells us, “with a triumphant nod” and the 
words, “ ‘Yes, ... it’s your father speaking, Cody.’ ” 
But in one of the funniest scenes in contemporary 
literature, Beck’s children rob their father of his ex- 
pected welcome as returning hero. Proving them- 
selves the children of their mother, who had gone 
on for years pretending her absentee husband was 
only away on a prolonged business trip, they seem 
hardly fazed by Beck’s presence now. Sweet Ezra 
politely treats him as just one of the family rather 
than as honored guest; Cody mockingly pretends 
that Beck has never been away; and Jenny seems 
about as interested in her father as she would be in 
any stranger off the street. 


Just as Beck’s children have never understood 
why their father left, neither has the reader known 
what exactly precipitated his departure. So at the 
end of the novel, through a conversation between 
Cody and Beck, Tyler makes sure both Cody and 
the reader realize that Beck’s wandering has in no 
way been noble, glamorous, or even purposeful. It 
is in this conversation that Beck refers to not hav- 
ing been able to stand the imperfectability, the 
grayness, of family life. He indicates that, after one 
more example of that grayness, he had impulsively 
left his wife: 


“I was sitting over a beer in the kitchen that Sunday 
evening and all at once, not even knowing I'd do it, 
I said, ‘Pearl, I’m leaving.’” 


His actions in the years that followed were just 
as unplanned, just as reflective of his wishy-washy 
character. He “{h]ad a few pals, a lady friend from 
time to time,” accepted whatever transfers the com- 
pany gave him. In his infrequent notes home to his 
wife, he bragged about the opportunities opening 
up before him when there were no such opportu- 
nities (and Beck was not the man to make oppor- 
tunities happen). In his old age, he, like King (and 
like Odysseus), fears that he has ended up on the 
wrong end of his travels: he sorrowfully anticipates 
that, now that his wife has died, his current “lady 
friend” will expect him to marry her at last. 


In focusing on the day-to-day lives of those 
left at home, then, Welty and Tyler have uncov- 
ered the realism ignored by male fantasies about 
wandering adventurers. They expose the emotional 
pain and hardships faced by those left at home. But 
this focus on the home reveals something else as 
well: the strength of the wives left to cope as best 
they can. Neither Snowdie nor Pearl is faultless, 
despite their suggestive names, yet both display a 
competence and a valor that deserve to be sung. As 
conventional and as faithful as Penelope, both 
wives wait longingly for 30-odd years for the re- 
turn of their wandering husbands, yet both survive 
and succeed quite well without those husbands. In- 
deed, when her husband does ultimately return to 
her in his sixties, Snowdie MacLain discovers that 
this fulfillment of her wish isn’t such a blessing af- 
ter all. “I don’t know what to do with him,” Miss 
Snowdie says, and Welty adds: 


When her flyaway husband had come home a few 
years ago, at the age of sixty-odd, and stayed, they 
said she had never gotten over it—first his running 
away, then his coming back to her. 


Had Pearl Tull been so unfortunate as to get 
her “flyaway husband” back, no doubt she would 
have experienced the same rude awakening. More- 
over, had a clear-eyed realist—or a female 
Homer—told the Odysseus story, Penelope would, 
I suspect, have had the final line in that epic. Hav- 
ing lived, like Snowdie and Pearl, more of her life 
without her husband than with him, surely she 
would have been more jolted by than overjoyed by 
his return. Penelope might say, with Snowdie and 
Pearl, “I don’t know what to do with him.” 


Source: Carol S. Manning, “Welty, Tyler, and Traveling 
Salesmen: The Wandering Hero Unhorsed,” in The Fiction 
of Anne Tyler, edited by C. Ralph Stephens, University Press 
of Mississippi, 1990, pp. 110-18. 
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In the following excerpt, Gibson suggests that 
Dinner at the Homesick Restaurant contains Tyler’s 
most complex treatment of the idea that one’s fate 
may be determined by one’s family situation. 


A careful reading of Tyler’s recent work sug- 
gests a philosophical coherence and depth residing 
in aptly chosen domestic details. Like many writ- 
ers, southern and otherwise, Tyler is obsessed with 
family, but this obsession does not fall into the fa- 
miliar pattern of nature versus nurture, of maturity 
forged out of or against familial influences. Instead, 
for Tyler the familial becomes the metaphysical. 
Family is seen in the light of cosmic necessity, as 
the inevitable precondition of human choice. As 
Updike perceptively says of Dinner at the Home- 
sick Restaurant, “genetic comedy ... deepens into 
the tragedy of closeness, of familial limitations that 
work upon us like Greek fates and condemn us to 
lives of surrender and secret fury.” Updike is surely 
right to suggest that fatedness is at the center of 
Tyler’s family fictions. 


Yet fate in these novels is not precisely the fate 
of Greek tragedy. Tyler’s fates lie somewhere be- 
tween the classical Greek fates, or moira, who work 
our destinies in accordance with some cosmic or- 
der—those fates who preside over Sophoclean 
irony—and the more oppressive fate or heimarmene 
of the gnostic dualists and their anti-metaphysical 
descendents the existentialists. In Tyler’s fiction, 
tragedy and comedy, or the mix of them, grow not 
from the conjunction of a hero’s hybris and his fate 
but from the contest between human caring and ni- 
hilism. Again and again we see Tyler’s characters, 
with their rootedness, their entanglements, and their 
inherited predispositions, come up against the pos- 
sibility of change. Tyler’s families live through a 
repeating pattern of desertion and reunion. Those 
who desert—or escape—inevitably carry their pasts 
with them; those who remain are in danger of be- 
coming too passive, of awakening to find them- 
selves in situations not of their making, of becom- 
ing dissociated from their own bodies and the 
physical world around them. In narrative structure, 
in characterization, and in the emblems through 
which she describes the human plight, Tyler works 
an intricate commentary on the nature of fate and 
on the importance of family to individual under- 
standings of fate and responsibility. 


These fundamental concerns come together 
with the greatest complexity in Tyler’s most recent 
and, I think, her best novel, Dinner at the Home- 
sick Restaurant. The novel opens at the bedside of 
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Pearl Cody Tull, eighty-five years old, blind, and 
dying in a row house in urban Baltimore. Pearl’s 
memories of the half-century since she married 
Beck Tull and left her genteel home in Raleigh, 
N.C., are interwoven with her three children’s at- 
tempts to understand their father’s desertion, their 
mother’s love and anger, and their own responsi- 
bility for themselves. Cody, the eldest, has become 
a travelling man like his father, but a successful 
and driven efficiency expert rather than a two-bit 
salesman. Ezra, the middle child, watches faithfully 
at his mother’s bedside, while she reflects that he 
“hadn’t really lived up to his potential.” Never hav- 
ing gone to college, Ezra runs a restaurant on St. 
Paul Street, the Homesick Restaurant, where his 
greatest pleasure is cooking for others and his con- 
tinually frustrated hope is for his own family to fin- 
ish a celebratory meal together. The youngest child, 
Jenny, has become a pediatrician. She has left her 
first husband whom she married in order not to be 
“defenceless,” and she has been deserted by her 
second. Almost by accident she stumbles into a 
third marriage to a man with a half-dozen children 
who feel as wounded by their own mother’s de- 
sertion as Jenny does by Beck Tull’s. Pearl Tull re- 
flects that each of her children has an important 
flaw. In their turn, her children have inherited much 
of their mother’s temperament, and their lives have 
been formed in response to her abuse. Like her 
mother, Jenny fears closeness with her own fam- 
ily; like his mother, Cody is prone to violent rages. 


All these strands of the Tulls’ story are devel- 
oped through a complex narrative structure. The 
careful weaving of past, present, and future is an 
advance on Tyler’s earlier novels, and narrative 
structure here focuses more clearly then before on 
the present as a moment of crisis between past and 
future. While the Tulls’ story suggests no overar- 
ching cosmic pattern or design, no future rewards 
or punishment, no justice on earth or hereafter, it 
focuses our attention on moments of transition 
when the family comes together to celebrate or to 
mourn a change. For the Tulls, almost any moment 
can be a moment of crisis, almost any conversation 
can be revealing. So it is not surprising when Pearl 
thinks to herself on her deathbed, “You could pluck 
this single moment out of all time ... and still dis- 
cover so much about her children.”... 


The narrative structure of the novel as a whole 
is designed to bring past and future together more 
subtly than in any of Tyler’s earlier novels, except 
perhaps Searching for Caleb. Tyler no longer re- 
lies on dated chapter headings to peg down chronol- 
ogy as she did in Celestial Navigation and in Mor- 
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gan’s Passing. The third person narration of Din- 
ner at the Homesick Restaurant allows her to move 
easily from one character’s thoughts to another’s 
and to move back and forth in time. Thus she avoids 
the sometimes jolting and mechanical transitions 
from past to present that characterize her first- 
person novel Earthly Possessions. 


The “Beaches on the Moon” episode of Din- 
ner at the Homesick Restaurant best illustrates the 
new subtlety of Tyler’s narrative structure and the 
thematic coherence it makes possible. The novel 
begins in 1979, the year of Pearl’s death, moves 
backward in time to Pearl’s childhood, to Beck’s 
desertion in 1944, and to various events of the chil- 
dren’s growing up and their adult lives. Each 
episode brings us close to one of the central char- 
acters and shows us the family largely through his 
or her eyes. “Beaches on the Moon,” a chapter at 
the center of the novel, shows us Ezra’s “tragedy” 
through his mother’s recollections. Cody has 
“stolen” his brother Ezra’s fiancee, Ruth Spivey, a 
“country cook” from the West Virginia hills. Years 
later (in the early 1970’s) Pearl with Ezra’s help 
keeps up her habit of spring cleaning Cody’s farm- 
house—the place near Baltimore where he had 
once meant for Ruth to live. The chapter is an in- 
tricate weaving together of past and present. It car- 
ries us through the narrative of Cody’s marriage 
and Ezra’s grief, but more importantly it brings us 
face to face with Pearl’s most direct meditation on 
the familial fate. This moment is made possible by 
the pattern of Pearl’s recollections; the present of 
Pearl’s sweeping and cleaning becomes the fulcrum 
between past and future. 


The chapter begins several years before Pearl’s 
death, before her encroaching blindness, but the im- 
age of Pearl at the beginning of the novel, blind 
and ill, presides over the view of her here. From 
present tense narration the chapter shifts to past per- 
fect and then to past tense, as Pearl recalis Ezra’s 
grief. Past and present alternate rapidly as the chap- 
ter follows both Pearl’s cleaning and her relation- 
ship with Cody and Ruth after their marriage. At 
the very end of the chapter Pearl is reminded of an 
incident still farther back in the past—back in the 
pre-World War I days when her school friend Linda 
Lou eloped with the history teacher. As the chap- 
ter returns to its predominant present, Pearl reflects 
that even Linda Lou’s scandalous baby is an old 
man by now. Like Pearl herself and like Cody’s 
farmhouse, he is greying toward death. 


These complex recollections make possible 
and understandable Pearl’s most direct confronta- 


tion with what she considers to be the family fate. 
As Pear] remembers Cody’s marriage and his de- 
liberate distance, she confronts the failure of her 
family. The narrative shifts to the present tense: 


Pearl believes now that her family has failed. Nei- 
ther of her sons is happy, and her daughter can’t seem 
to stay married. There is no one to accept the blame 
for this but Pearl herself, who raised these children 
single-handed and did make mistakes, oh, a bushel 
of mistakes. Still, she sometimes has the feeling that 
it’s simply fate, and not a matter for blame at all. She 
feels that everything has been assigned, has been pre- 
ordained; everyone must play his role. Certainly she 
never intended to foster one of those good son/bad 
son arrangements, but what can you do when one son 
is consistently good and the other consistently bad? 
What can the sons do, even? 


Pearl ends these reflections by encountering 
the force of time directly in the shape of her own 
aging face: 


In the smallest bedroom, a nursery, a little old lady 
in a hat approaches. It’s Pearl, in the speckled mir- 
ror above a bureau. She leans closer and traces the 
lines around her eyes. Her age does not surprise her. 
She’s grown used to it by now. You’re old for so 
much longer than you’re young, she thinks. Really it 
hardly seems fair. 


Finally Pearl draws comfort from her futile 
spring cleaning, a present and future testament of 
her concern. Together, she thinks, she and Ezra will 
go on cleaning season after season, “the two of 
them bumping down the driveway, loyal and re- 
sponsible, together forever.” This view of Pearl, 
like the other episodes in Dinner at the Homesick 
Restaurant, implicitly shows us the importance of 
the past for shaping the present and the future, and 
vice versa; we know that even as Pearl herself is 
aging toward death her children, aging too, are de- 
vising ways of going on with their lives.... 


Virtually all of the major characters in Dinner 
at the Homesick Restuarant think of themselves as 
fated, though they may be equally mistaken in pas- 
sively accepting or in willfully seeking to change 
their fates. At the first family dinner in Ezra’s 
restaurant, when he announces his partnership in 
the business, Ezra reflects optimistically on the 
family gathering: “It’s just like fate.” (But the din- 
ner is fated as always to end in a family quarrel.) 
Ezra’s passivity is the consequence of his fatalism 
and of his misjudgment about the nature of his fam- 
ily’s fates. Approaching forty at the end of the 
novel, Ezra thinks to himself, “He had never mar- 
ried, never fathered children, and lost the one girl 
he had loved out of sheer fatalism, lack of force, a 
willing assumption of defeat. (Let it be was the 


Novels Students 


for 


Dinner 


t the Homesick Restaurant 





theme that ran through his life. He was ruled by a 
dreamy mood of acceptance that was partly the 
source of all his happiness and partly his undoing.)” 
Ezra is the most thorough fatalist in Dinner at the 
Homesick Restaurant, and in this he is somewhat 
like Jeremy Pauling in Tyler’s earlier novel Celes- 
tial Navigation. Interestingly, Ezra is also Pearl! 
Tull’s favorite child—-mother and son share a cer- 
tain fatalism, but Pearl lacks Ezra’s dreamy accep- 
tance. She is all sharp edges, and while she is pas- 
sive in important matters of concern to her children, 
she rebels at the one thing no one can alter, her en- 
croaching blindness. 


In contrast to Ezra’s dreamy fatalism and 
Pearl’s angry, self-justifying fatalism is Cody’s re- 
lentless activity. Early in their acquaintance Cody 
catches Ruth reading her horoscope. “Powerful ally 
will come to your rescue. Accent today on high fi- 
nance,” Ruth reads with a sneer. “I mean who do 
they reckon they’re dealing with?” Cody deter- 
mines to become himself Ruth’s “powerful ally.” 
Out of sheer desire to have whatever Ezra has, he 
will make Ruth’s horoscope prove true. Yet for all 
his relentless will, Cody can’t make himself accept 
what he has or who he is. After he is injured in an 
industrial accident and quarrels with his family, 
Cody thinks his life is like “some kind of plot where 
someone decided, long before I was born, I would 
live out my days surrounded by people who were 
... nicer than I am, just naturally nicer without even 
having to try....” Cody tries with all his energies 
to have the world for himself; as an efficiency ex- 
pert he is obsessed with the control of time. Yet 
even he feels, especially when presented with his 
family, that his life is plotted in a pattern he did 
not design. His very relentlessness seems fated, and 
it makes him less sympathetic than the more pas- 
sive Ezra. 


Jenny, in contrast, is the only character in the 
novel who comes to deny the family fate, though 
at one time she too has asked herself, “Was this 
what it came to—that you never could escape? That 
certain things were doomed to continue, generation 
after generation?” In her youth Jenny has tried to 
protect herself from fate. She marries partly in re- 
sponse to a fortune teller’s advice that otherwise 
she will be “destroyed by love.” Approaching mid- 
dle age, she has learned to “make it through life on 
a slant,” and she reflects ironically that the fortune 
teller was wrong—love cannot destroy her. She is 
alternately disengaged and engaged with life, iron- 
ically distant and yet taking responsibility for her- 
self and her children. And she refuses to believe 
family determines future. As she tells one of her 
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step-children, “I don’t see the need to blame ad- 
justment, broken homes, bad parents, that sort of 
thing. We make our own luck, right?” 


Jenny could easily be taken to speak for Anne 
Tyler, who has herself said she tends to see life 
through a “sort of mist of irony.” But the novel sug- 
gests that even Jenny can’t altogether make her own 
luck. As if to point to the problem clearly, Jenny’s 
daughter repeats and enlarges her mother’s flaws. 
Jenny, who is always eating lettuce and lemon 
juice, has a daughter who is anorexic. Analogously, 
Tyler’s novel doesn’t make its own luck either. In 
spite of comic moments, things are never resolv- 
able into an unequivocally happy ending. 


This interplay of fatalism and will is even more 
complex in Anne Tyler’s novels than I have so far 
suggested. Fate is never reducible to a series of 
statements about it; and Tyler’s work has the power 
to engage us seriously because she uses in her own 
quirky way the oldest emblems of the plight of hu- 
mans who feel fated in destinies without meaning- 
ful cause. 


The sense of having been thrown into an alien 
world may be expressed in nausea, in homesick- 
ness, or in what Annette Kolodny calls [in Femi- 
nist Criticism, edited by Cheryl L. Brown and 
Karen Olson] reflexive perception—the sense of 
finding oneself in a situation, of being dissociated 
from one’s body or the world around one. In Tyler’s 
novels the problem of homesickness is presented 
concretely through minor characters; her novels are 
filled with hitchhikers and other waifs. More im- 
portantly, nausea, homesickness, and dissociation 
are the stuff of the lives of Tyler’s central charac- 
ters. These motifs permeate Dinner at the Home- 
sick Restaurant, though their expression is less ex- 
treme here than in Tyler’s earlier novels Celestial 
Navigation and Earthly Possessions.... 


Dinner at the Homesick Restaurant, 1 believe, 
goes beyond these earlier novels both in subtlety 
and humanity. While it retains the philosophical di- 
mension of Tyler’s earlier novels, it makes the sit- 
uations of aloneness and homesickness meaningful 
through conditions which are, at least superficially, 
less unusual than those in the two earlier novels. 
But despite ordinary domestic appearancs, the char- 
acters’ situations in Dinner at the Homesick 
Restaurant are extreme. (By implication, all of our 
situations are extreme.) All of the Tull family ex- 
perience dissociation from themselves and their ac- 
tions. Pearl, for example, says, “Sometimes I stand 
outside my body and just watch it all, totally sep- 
arately.” All the Tulls, too, live with loneliness and 
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fear. None of this is glossed over, none of it is fi- 
nally mitigated by the happenings of plot. Beck 
Tull at last arrives for a family dinner—but only 
on the occasion of Pearl’s funeral. 


And yet, Tyler manages to suggest that peo- 
ple do go on attempting to nourish each other. At 
the funeral dinner Beck looks down the table and 
exclaims in surprise, “It looks like this is one of 
those big, jolly, noisy, rambling ... why, families!” 
Cody retorts, “You think we’re a family.... You 
think we’re some jolly, situation-comedy family 
when we’re in particles, torn apart, torn all over 
the place, and our mother was a witch.” In many 
ways Cody is right. Yet the Tulls are a family. The 
narrator of Tyler’s novel never consigns them to 
total fragmentation and alienation, and the Tulls 
never quite give up on themselves. As the narra- 
tor observes, “In fact, they probably saw more of 
each other than happy families did. It was almost 
as if what they couldn’t get right, they had to keep 
returning to.” 


Tyler never quite becomes either a fatalist or 
a nihilist, though both attitudes seem possible given 
the human situation as she sees it. The question of 
fate—of necessity without meaningful design—as 
it is developed in Tyler’s narrative suggests that 
Tyler’s fictional world is kin to those of gnostic du- 
alism and of twentieth-century existentialism. Yet 
there is no superior wisdom to which Tyler’s char- 
acters might awaken, and their choices are not so 
bleak as they are in the existentialist novel. For- 
lornness and ironies there are in plenty, but Tyler’s 
irony is not mordant. Instead, it can be tinged with 
humor, as if to imply that ironic distance is as au- 
thentic as and more survivable than despair. As her 
latest title suggests, fatalism and despair are bal- 
anced by attempted human sympathy and nourish- 
ment; homesickness may make possible human ef- 
forts to connect. Tyler’s world is in fact something 
like Pascal’s, but without a god toward whom to 
make a leap of faith. In the Pensées, Pascal writes, 
“I am frightened and amazed at finding myself here 
rather than there; for there is no reason whatever 
why here rather than there, why now rather than 
then.” For Tyler’s characters such fear and amaze- 
ment are mingled, with fear often overpowering 
amazement. For the novelist herself, amazement 
predominates in the “setting-apart situation” she 
believes is necessary to art. “I am still surprised, to 
this day,” she writes, “to find myself where I am. 
My life is so streamlined and full of modern con- 
veniences. How did I get here? I have given up 


hope, by now, of ever losing my sense of distance; 
in fact, I seem to have come to cherish it.” 


Tyler’s recent novels, particularly Celestial 
Navigation, Earthly Possessions, and Dinner at the 
Homesick Restaurant, are structured by her inves- 
tigation of what such a “sense of distance” means. 
She insists on asking directly questions of meta- 
physical dimension: Why are we here? How do we 
happen to be who we are? Tyler’s characters long 
for a comprehensible design, a celestial pattern by 
which or toward which they might navigate. In their 
gropings toward explanations for their own motives 
and choices, the question of fate recurs with a sin- 
gular urgency. It is the measure against which we 
see Tyler’s ordinary families struggle toward a 
modicum of sympathy and grace. 


Source: Mary Ellis Gibson, “Family as Fate: The Novels of 
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A useful volume that opens with a short biography 

of Tyler, includes a listing of primary sources, and 

concludes with an extensive annotated bibliography 

of secondary sources. 
Mary J. Elkins, “Dinner at the Homesick Restaurant : Anne 
Tyler and the Faulkner Connection,” in Adlantis, Vol. 10, 
No. 2, Spring 1985, pp. 93-105. 

Compares and contrasts Tyler’s Dinner at the Home- 

sick Restaurant to William Faulkner’s As I Lay Dy- 

ing. 
Susan Gilbert, “Anne Tyler,” in Southern Women Writers: 
The New Generation, edited by Tonette Bond Inge, Uni- 
versity of Alabama Press, 1990, pp. 251-78. 

Feminist reading of Tyler’s novels through Acciden- 
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Hall, 1992. 
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Originally published as a short story in 1958, Flow- 
ers for Algernon appeared as a full-length novel in 
1966 and has remained a critical and popular suc- 
cess. The novel is told as a series of “Progress Re- 
ports” written by Charlie Gordon, a thirty-two- 
year-old man whose Intelligence Quotient (IQ) of 
68 is tripled by an experimental surgical procedure. 
Unfortunately, the effects of the operation wear off 
after several months, and at the end of the novel 
Charlie is once more of subnormal intelligence. Al- 
though originally published as a work of science 
fiction—the short story won the World Science Fic- 
tion Convention’s Hugo Award and the novel won 
the Nebula Award of the Science Fiction Writers 
of America—Daniel Keyes’s story has achieved 
wide popularity outside the science fiction field. 
Much of the novel’s power comes from Keyes’s re- 
markable use of first-person point of view, as Char- 
lie’s entries move from semi-literacy to complex 
sophistication and back to semi-literacy. And the 
character of Charlie Gordon is a memorable por- 
trait of alienation, of an individual who is at odds 
with his society and who struggles to have satis- 
factory relationships with others. The novel gained 
additional fame when its 1968 film version, Charly, 
earned Cliff Robertson an Academy Award as Best 
Actor for his portrayal of Charlie Gordon. Although 
some critics have found portions of the novel overly 
predictable or sentimental, Keyes’s most famous 
work has continued to enjoy great popularity. Over 
thirty years after publication, Flowers for Algernon 
is still regarded with both respect and affection by 
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readers within both the science fiction community 
and the public at large. 


Author Biography 


Daniel Keyes was born in Brooklyn, New 
York, on August 9, 1927. He was educated at 
Brooklyn College, where he received an A.B. de- 
gree in 1950. After graduation, Keyes worked 
briefly as an associate editor for the magazine Mar- 
vel Science Fiction while pursuing his own writing 
career; he later taught high school English in 
Brooklyn. In 1952 he married Aurea Georgina 
Vazquez, with whom he had three children. Keyes 
returned to Brooklyn College, received an A.M. de- 
gree in 1961, and went on to teach English on the 
university level, first at Wayne State University in 
Detroit, Michigan, and then at Ohio University, 
where in the 1970s he became Professor of Eng- 
lish and director of the university’s creative writ- 
ing center. 


Keyes was still teaching high school English 
when he first published the work that would make 
his reputation. The original short story version of 
“Flowers for Algernon” appeared in The Magazine 
of Fantasy and Science Fiction in 1959. After the 
story won the Hugo Award for best science fiction 
story of the year and was adapted as a television 
drama, Keyes expanded the story into a novel, pub- 
lished in 1966. The novel won the Nebula Award 
of the Science Fiction Writers of America (tying 
with Samuel R. Delany’s Babel-17) and was filmed 
in 1968 as Charly. The film was a notable success, 
earning Cliff Robertson an Academy Award as 
Best Actor for his portrayal of Charlie Gordon. 


Although none of Keyes’ other work has 
achieved the popular and critical success of Flow- 
ers for Algernon, he has continued to write while 
pursuing a full-time career in English academics. 
He published two other novels, The Touch (1968) 
and The Fifth Sally (1980), and the nonfiction 
works The Minds of Billy Milligan (1981) and Un- 
veiling Claudia: A True Story of a Serial Murder 
(1986). Both The Minds of Billy Milligan and The 
Fifth Sally share with Flowers for Algernon a con- 
cern with extraordinary psychological states, as 
both books examine the phenomenon of multiple 
personalities. Indeed, Keyes was able to write his 
book on Billy Milligan—the first person in the 
United States ever acquitted of a major felony on 
the grounds of multiple personalities—only after 
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several of Milligan’s selves read Flowers for Al- 
gernon and agreed to work with the author. 


Now retired from Ohio University and living 
in Boca Raton, Florida, Keyes has recently com- 
pleted a new novel and seen his work attain tremen- 
dous popularity in Japan. Daniel Keyes Collected 
Stories (1993) and The Daniel Keyes Reader 
(1994), and the sequel to The Minds of Billy Milli- 
gan, The Milligan Wars (1993), have all been pub- 
lished in Japan, with The Milligan Wars appearing 
in a U.S. edition in 1996. 


Plot Summary 


Part I—Charlie Becomes a Genius 
Flowers for Algernon is told as a series of 
“Progress Reports” written by Charlie Gordon, a 
thirty-two-year-old man with an IQ of 68. As 
Keyes’s novel opens, Charlie has volunteered to be 
the subject of an experimental surgical procedure 
which would more than triple his IQ. Although 
Charlie is of subnormal intelligence, he is unusu- 
ally motivated, taking night school classes at the 
Beekman University Center for Retarded Adults. 
At first, he is afraid he won’t be chosen for the pro- 
ject. He doesn’t understand what to do when he is 
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asked to tell what he sees in inkblots, and when he 
traces through a diagram of a maze in competition 
with Algernon, a mouse who is running an actual 
maze, Algernon always wins. Nonetheless, Charlie 
is chosen by the scientists in charge of the project— 
Professor Nemur, the psychologist who developed 
the technique, and Dr. Strauss, the neurosurgeon 
who performs the actual operation. 


After the surgery, Charlie returns to his job as 
a janitor at Donner’s Bakery, where nobody is 
aware of his operation. The sad state of Charlie’s 
life prior to the surgery is made clear when Joe 
Carp and Frank Reilly, whom Charlie regards as 
his friends, take him out to a bar, get him drunk, 
make fun of him, and leave him to find his way 
home. 


As time passes, however, it becomes obvious 
that Charlie is getting smarter. At the bakery, he 
successfully operates a complicated machine that 
mixes baking dough. His performances on the psy- 
chological tests improve, and he finally beats Al- 
gernon at running the maze—a significant devel- 
opment, as the mouse has had its intelligence raised 
by the same surgical procedure that Charlie under- 
went. And his Progress Reports are more sophisti- 
cated and articulate than before. 


As Charlie’s IQ increases, so does his aware- 
ness of himself and others. Now, when his “friends” 
make fun of him, he understands their true moti- 
vations. He steadily advances at work, but takes no 
satisfaction from it because the other employees re- 
sent him. Eventually, his coworkers at the bakery 
are so unnerved by his unexplained changes that 
they sign a petition demanding that he be fired. The 
only one who doesn’t, an old woman named Fanny 
Birden, nonetheless thinks Charlie’s condition 
“ain’t right” and wishes he could return to “the 
good simple man” he had been. 


Charlie also realizes that he has fallen in love 
with Alice Kinnian, the night school teacher who 
originally recommended him for the operation. De- 
spite the gentleness of her rejection, Charlie is ter- 
ribly upset, as he is when he catches Gimpy, the 
one person at the bakery who had been kind to him, 
stealing. Charlie is becoming aware that factual 
knowledge and intellectual ability may not prepare 
a person to deal with all of life’s problems. 


Part II—Charlie as a Genius 

As Charlie tries to cram a lifetime of intellec- 
tual and emotional development into a period of 
months, he also increases his self-awareness by re- 
covering lost memories, a process triggered by 


sleep-learning devices and continued through his 
ongoing psychotherapy sessions with Dr. Strauss. 
Through a series of flashbacks, we learn the ago- 
nizing details of Charlie’s early life. Charlie’s fa- 
ther, Matt, tried to do the best he could for his son. 
But Charlie’s mother, Rose, denied that there was 
anything “wrong” with him and beat him when he 
was unable to learn like other children. However, 
when Charlie’s sister Norma was born with normal 
intelligence, Rose turned against Charlie and 
sought to “protect” Norma from him, reacting with 
particular violence to anything he did that showed 
his developing sexuality. Finally, after an hysteri- 
cal outburst in which Rose threatened to kill Char- 
lie, Matt took Charlie to live with his uncle Her- 
man. When Herman died several years later, Rose 
tried to have Charlie committed to the Warren State 
Home and Training School, an institution for the 
mentally handicapped, but Charlie avoided this 
when the owner of Donner’s Bakery, a lifelong 
friend of his uncle Herman, offered him a job. The 
“new” Charlie now realizes that both his extraor- 
dinary motivation to learn and his confused re- 
sponses to women are rooted in how he was treated 
by his mother. 


As Charlie’s IQ surges to nearly triple its orig- 
inal level, his relationship with Alice deepens, but 
when she is finally able to return his feelings, his 
childhood traumas leave him unable to make love 
to her. More importantly, the gap between their re- 
spective IQs makes it harder and harder for them 
to communicate, a problem the genius Charlie now 
has with almost everyone. In particular, he has 
come to regard Nemur and Strauss, who previously 
seemed unapproachable geniuses, as narrowly- 
focused specialists more interested in acquiring 
fame and power than they are in increasing knowl- 
edge and helping others. When Nemur and Strauss 
take Charlie and Algernon to a psychologists’ con- 
ference in Chicago to announce the success of their 
procedure, Charlie is outraged by their treating him 
like an object on display rather than as a human be- 
ing. He is also disturbed by what appears to be an 
error in Nemur’s analysis of the “waiting period” 
after the operation. Disgusted, Charlie deliberately 
lets Algernon loose in the conference room. While 
the others are frantically trying to recover the 
mouse, Charlie slips Algernon in his pocket, leaves 
the conference, and returns to New York, where he 
rents an apartment and drops out of sight. 


Now completely on his own, Charlie devotes 
himself to reading, thinking, and recovering his 
memories. During this time he forms a relationship 
with Fay Lillman, a painter who lives down the 
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hall. Charlie is attracted to Fay’s free spirit and lack 
of inhibitions, but, as with Alice, he is unable to 
have a sexual relationship with her. His sense of 
isolation increases. Yearning for meaningful con- 
tact with others, he walks the streets of New York 
feeling an “unbearable hunger” for human contact. 
He even goes to visit his father, who left his mother 
several years earlier. His father fails to recognize 
him, and Charlie cannot bring himself to reveal his 
identity. A few days later, while dining alone in a 
restaurant, Charlie witnesses a young man drop a 
stack of dishes: 


When the owner came to see what the excitement 
was about, the boy cowered—threw up his arms as 
if to ward off a blow. 


“All right! All right, you dope,” shouted the man, 
“don’t just stand there! Get the broom and sweep up 
that mess. A broom ... a broom! you idiot! It’s in the 
kitchen. Sweep up all the pieces.” 


When the boy saw that he was not going to be pun- 
ished, his frightened expression disappeared, and he 
smiled and hummed as he came back with the broom. 
A few of the rowdier customers kept up the remarks, 
amusing themselves at his expense. 


“Here, sonny, over here. There’s a nice piece behind 
you... “ 


“C’mon, do it again ...” 


“He’s not so dumb. It’s easier to break ’em than to 
wash ’em....” 

As the boy’s vacant eyes moved across the crowd of 
amused onlookers, he slowly mirrored their smiles 
and finally broke into an uncertain grin at the joke 
which he did not understand. 

I felt sick inside as I looked at his dull, vacuous 
smile—the wide, bright eyes of a child, uncertain but 
eager to please, and I realized what I had recognized 
in him. They were laughing at him because he was 
retarded. 


And at first I had been amused along with the rest. 


Suddenly, í was furious at myself and all those who 
were smirking at him. I wanted to pick up the dishes 
and throw them. I wanted to smash their laughing 
faces. Í jumped up and shouted: “Shut up! Leave him 
alone! He can’t understand. He can’t help what he is 
... but for God’s sake, have some respect! He’s a hu- 
man being!” 

The incident makes Charlie decide to return to 
Beekman University and work on his own to per- 
fect Nemur and Strauss’s procedure so that it might 
help others like himself. 


After returning to the University, Charlie re- 
news his relationship with Alice but is still unable 
to make love to her. He turns back to Fay, whom 
he does not truly love but with whom he is able, 
finally, to have a sexual relationship. Eventually, 
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though, Charlie becomes so immersed in his re- 
search that he moves into the lab and breaks off 
with Fay, who resents the time he devotes to his 
work—and who also has never known the truth 
about Charlie. Time is of the essence, as Algernon 
is beginning to show signs of instability and de- 
cline. Charlie works feverishly to determine if the 
effects of his operation will last, driven both by his 
fear of reverting to his former self and his desire 
to find any information at all that might help other 
mentally handicapped people. He also begins to 
achieve a more mature insight into his own nature 
and that of other people. In a confrontation with 
Nemur, Charlie declares that “intelligence and ed- 
ucation that hasn’t been tempered by human af- 
fection isn’t worth a damn.” 


Part IHI—Charlie Loses His Genius 
Finally, Charlie’s completes his research. In a 
letter to Nemur, he announces his discovery of the 
“Algernon-Gordon Effect”: “artificially-induced 
intelligence deteriorates at a rate of time directly 
proportional to the quantity of the increase.” Char- 
lie will revert to his former IQ within a matter of 
months. Shortly after this discovery, Algernon dies. 


Faced with the prospect of losing all he has 
gained, Charlie seeks to come to terms with him- 
self and his memories. He visits his mother and sis- 
ter, who still live in Brooklyn. Rose has sunk into 
senility and only momentarily recognizes her son. 
Norma, far from being the hateful rival Charlie re- 
members, is a kind and intelligent woman who sin- 
cerely regrets both Charlie’s hardships and her own 
inability to help him through them. 


Charlie also comes to terms with Alice Kinn- 
ian, who is determined to stick by him as long as 
possible. Having put the ghosts of his past to rest, 
he is finally able to make love to her, and they are 
fully together for a brief time. But Charlie’s decline 
is rapid, and he pushes Alice away before he com- 
pletely reverts to his former self. 


Charlie’s final Progress Reports reflect his 
rapid deterioration as his writing reverts to its ear- 
lier semi-literacy. However, he has retained some 
memory of his experiences, and perhaps some in- 
sight as well. When he goes back to his old job at 
the bakery, he notes, “if they make fun of you dont 
get sore because you remember their not so smart 
like you once thot they were.” The bakery workers 
accept him back; Carp and Reilly, who formerly 
had tormented Charlie, defend him when a new 
worker makes fun of him. However, Charlie finally 
decides to leave New York for good and check him- 
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From the film Charly, an adaptation of Flowers 
for Algernon, starring Cliff Robertson, 1968. 


self into the Warren State Home and Training 
School. His final Progress Report, dated only eight 
months after the first, asks that someone “put some 
flowrs on Algernons grave in the bak yard.” 


Characters 


Algernon 

The mouse who was the first subject of the 
surgery which raised Charlie’s intelligence. Char- 
lie forms a close emotional bond with the mouse, 
who is the only other creature to have had its in- 
telligence artificially raised. Its experiences, and 
fate, parallel Charlie’s. 


Fanny Birden 

An older woman who works at the bakery with 
Charlie and who is the only employee who does 
not sign a petition demanding Charlie’s resignation 
after his IQ is raised. She compares the change in 
Charlie’s intelligence to Adam and Eve eating of 
the fruit of the Tree of Knowledge and wishes that 
Charlie “could go back to being the good simple 
man you was before.” 


Joe Carp 
One of Charlie’s coworkers at the bakery, and, 
with Frank Reilly, one of his chief tormentors. 


Mr. Arthur Donner 

The owner of the bakery where Charlie works, 
Mr. Donner is a friend of Charlie’s Uncle Herman 
and gave Charlie his job there. Unlike many oth- 
ers at the bakery, he treats Charlie decently, if con- 
descendingly. 


Gimpy 

A worker at Donner’s bakery who treats Char- 
lie better than many of the other workers do. How- 
ever, Gimpy is the cause of one of the post-opera- 
tive Charlie’s first major crises when Charlie sees 
him stealing from the cash register. When Charlie 
confronts him about stealing, Gimpy says, “I al- 
ways stood up for you. I should of had my head 
examined.” 


Charlie Gordon 


The narrator and central character of Flowers 
for Algernon, Charlie Gordon is a 32-year-old man 
with an IQ of 68. As a child, Charlie had a father 
who loved him and tried to take care of him, but 
he was abused by his mother, an emotionally un- 
stable woman. His mother at first refused to admit 
that there was anything “wrong” with Charlie and 
beat him when he did not perform up to the stan- 
dards of other children. When Charlie’s sister was 
born with normal intelligence, his mother admitted 
his handicap but became obsessed with the fear that 
Charlie would harm his sister—especially, that he 
would sexually molest her. This unreasoning fear 
led Charlie’s mother to violently repress any dis- 
play of sexuality on Charlie’s part and, eventually, 
to threaten to kill him if he was not removed from 
their home. 


This pattern of childhood abuse marked the 
adult Charlie in two significant ways: with re- 
pressed sexuality and with a strong desire to learn. 
It was the latter that led him to take night classes 
at the Beekman School and which led to his being 
accepted as a subject for an operation that would 
raise his intelligence. Before the operation, Char- 
lie is perceived as a “good, simple man” and a “like- 
able, retarded young man.” His main goal in un- 
dergoing the operation is “to be smart like other 
pepul so I can have lots of friends who like me.” 


However, once Charlie attains normal intelli- 
gence, he sees that many people he thought were 
his friends were actually ridiculing and abusing 
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him, and once he attains a genius IQ, he finds him- 
self as remote and alienated from other people as 
he had been previously. He struggles to deal with 
the emotions he now has the intellect to recognize, 
but which his intellect alone cannot control. He also 
works to recover and come to terms with memo- 
ries of his childhood. Through it all, Charlie’s main 
desire is what it always has been: to be treated as 
a human being and to be able to establish satisfac- 
tory relationships with other human beings. 


Although Charlie demonstrates some charac- 
ter flaws after his intelligence peaks, such as arro- 
gance and self-absorption, he is basically a good 
man. When he realizes that the surgical procedure 
is flawed, he throws himself into research to dis- 
cover the flaw, feeling that if his efforts contribute 
at all to “the possibility of helping others like my- 
self, I will be satisfied.” When he finally determines 
that nothing can be done to prevent his return to 
his pre-operative state, he does what he can to come 
to terms with his family and those around him, and 
they in turn recognize his worth as a human being. 
Even after Charlie returns to his previous subnor- 
mal level of intelligence, he has learned to be un- 
derstanding of the failings of others because they 
are “not so smart like you once thot they were.” 
Although the experiment has failed, Charlie Gor- 
don has not. 


Matt Gordon 


Charlie’s father, a salesman of barbershop sup- 
plies. He is basically a kind man who loves his son 
and tries to protect him but who is consistently 
overpowered by his wife: first, by her hysterical de- 
nial that Charlie is handicapped, and then by her 
equally hysterical conviction that Charlie is a dan- 
ger to their daughter. When Rose threatens to kill 
Charlie, Matt takes Charlie to his Uncle Herman, 
who offers Charlie a refuge. Years later, Matt fi- 
nally leaves Rose and opens his own barbershop. 
When the adult Charlie seeks him out, he does not 
recognize his son. 


Norma Gordon 


Charlie’s sister. Charlie’s memory of her is of 
a “spoiled brat” who hated him and treated him 
badly. However, when the adult Charlie visits the 
adult Norma, who now has full-time care of their 
senile mother, he finds a grown woman who is 
“warm and sympathetic and affectionate.” She 
genuinely regrets her youthful hostility towards her 
brother, and wants to reestablish contact with him. 
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Media 
Adaptations ® 


¢ The original short story version of Flowers for 
Algernon was adapted for television as The Two 
Worlds of Charlie Gordon for CBS Playhouse 
in 1961. 


e The novel Flowers for Algernon was made into 
the feature film Charly in 1968. Cliff Robertson 
won the Academy Award as Best Actor for his 
portrayal of Charlie Gordon. Available from 
CBS/Fox Home Video. 


¢ The novel has also been presented on the stage. 
David Rogers adapted the novel as a two-act 
play, Flowers for Algernon, in 1969; a dramatic 
musical, Charlie and Algernon, was first pro- 
duced in Canada in 1978 and played on Broad- 
way in 1980. Stage plays based on the novel 
have also been produced in France, Australia, 
Poland, and Japan. 


e Flowers for Algernon has also been adapted for 
radio: as a monodrama for Irish radio in 1983, 
and as a radio play in Czechoslovakia in 1988. 


Rose Gordon 

Charlie’s mother. She is an emotionally unsta- 
ble woman who was largely unable to cope with 
having a mentally handicapped child. During Char- 
lie’s early childhood, she refused to admit that he 
was anything other than “normal” and beat him 
when he was unable to perform at the same level as 
other children. After Charlie’s sister Norma was 
born without mental handicaps, Rose quit trying to 
make Charlie “normal” and became obsessed with 
“protecting? Norma from him. Eventually, Rose 
breaks down completely, declares that Norma is in 
danger of being sexually molested by Charlie, and 
threatens to kill him if he is not removed from their 
home. When Charlie reestablishes contact with his 
mother many years later, he discovers an old woman 
far gone into senility who barely recognizes her son. 


Flowers 


for 


Algernon 





Hilda 

A nurse who attends Charlie immediately af- 
ter the operation and who tells him that the scien- 
tists should not have altered his intelligence. She 
compares their action to Adam and Eve eating the 


fruit of the Tree of Knowledge and being cast out 
of Eden. 


Miss Alice Kinnian 

Charlie Gordon’s teacher at the Beekman Uni- 
versity Center for Retarded Adults, the person who 
recommends Charlie for the procedure which raises 
his intelligence, and the woman Charlie loves. Al- 
ice is an intelligent and dedicated woman who takes 
a strong personal interest in Charlie and consis- 
tently treats him in a responsible and respectful 
manner. As Charlie’s intelligence increases, she 
guides him as best she can; when he falls in love 
with her, she gently declines. However, they main- 
tain a close friendship, and Alice eventually finds 
herself returning Charlie’s feelings, only to dis- 
cover that the traumas of his past prevent him from 
making love to her. She remains his friend, despite 
the increasing distance his towering intelligence 
places between them. When the operation finally 
fails and Charlie enters his decline, they are finally 
able to have a romantic relationship. Alice tries her 
best to stick by Charlie, even when he pushes her 
away, but when he is finally back where he began, 
with an IQ of 68, she is forced to admit that he is 
lost to her and that she has to go on with her life. 


Fay Lillman 

A free-spirited artist who lives across the hall 
from Charlie when he “disappears” in New York. 
When Charlie first sees her painting in her under- 
wear, she thinks nothing of it, and she does not hes- 
itate to crawl along a window ledge to get to Char- 
lie’s apartment. Charlie eventually enters into a 
sexual relationship with her, although he does not 
love her, and she provides Charlie with a whirl- 
wind social life of drinking, dancing, and having a 
good time. Although she evidently feels genuine 
affection for Charlie, she is uninterested in his re- 
search, perhaps in part because she does not know 
that Charlie has had his intelligence artificially 
raised. When Charlie moves into the lab because 
Fay is interfering with his work, she loses interest 
in him and drifts away. 


Bertha Nemur 

Professor Harold Nemur’s wife. An ambitious 
woman who used her father’s influence to get Pro- 
fessor Nemur the grant that funded his research and 


who is constantly pressuring her husband to excel 
and produce great results. According to Burt 
Selden, she is why Nemur is “under tension all the 
time, even when things are going well....” 


Professor Harold Nemur 

The psychologist who developed the theories 
behind the operation which raised Charlie’s intel- 
ligence. Nemur is a brilliant scientist but egotisti- 
cal and ambitious, the latter stemming partially 
from pressures from his wife. He is eager to es- 
tablish his reputation as the discoverer of the 
process that made Charlie a genius and rushes to 
make the results of the experiment public, against 
the advice of the other scientists working on the 
project. He does not initially want Charlie to be the 
subject of the experiment, and after Charlie’s IQ is 
raised, relations between the two are often strained, 
as Charlie’s intelligence eventually exceeds Ne- 
mur’s. This hostility culminates in a shouting match 
between the two during which Charlie accuses Ne- 
mur of treating him as less than a human being and 
Nemur accuses Charlie of having become “arro- 
gant, self-centered,” and “antisocial.” 


Frank Reilly 
One of Charlie’s coworkers at the bakery, and, 
with Joe Carp, one of his chief tormentors. 


Burt Seldon 

A graduate student who assists Professor Ne- 
mur and Dr. Strauss. He is in charge of Charlie’s 
psychological testing, and he treats Charlie in a 
more relaxed and friendly fashion than either of the 
senior scientists. It is through Burt that Charlie gets 
much of his information about Nemur and Strauss, 
and it is Burt who suggests that the post-operative 
Charlie needs to develop “understanding” and “tol- 
erance.” 


Dr. Strauss 

Dr. Strauss, Professor Nemur’s partner, is the 
neurosurgeon who performs the surgery that raises 
Charlie’s IQ. He is more sympathetic to and con- 
cerned for Charlie than is Nemur. He advocates that 
Charlie be chosen for the experiment, intervenes 
when Charlie has a potentially violent confronta- 
tion with Nemur, and tries to look after Charlie 
when the effects of the experiment have finally 
worn off. 


Thelma 
A nurse at the Warren State Home who im- 
presses Charlie by her devotion to her patients. Be- 
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cause he already knows he is regressing and could 
end up as a resident of Warren, Charlie wonders 
what it would be like to have her care for him. 


Themes 


Science and Technology 

Relating the story of a mentally impaired man 
whose intelligence is increased through surgery 
and then lost, Flowers for Algernon touches on a 
number of literary themes. The most obvious of 
the novel’s themes is the use and abuse of science 
and technology. The critic Mark R. Hillegas has 
identified Flowers for Algernon as the type of sci- 
ence fiction which deals with “problems imagined 
as resulting from inventions, discoveries, or sci- 
entific hypotheses”—in this case, a surgical pro- 
cedure that can turn a person of subnormat intel- 
ligence into a genius. While the novel does not 
specifically take an anti-technology stance, it does 
make clear the limitations of technology as a 
“quick fix” to human problems—Charlie’s opera- 
tion is, ultimately, a failure in that he does not re- 
main a genius. In a reversal of the classic notion 
of tragedy, the “flaw” which causes Charlie’s 
downfall is not within him, but in the technology 
which sought to change him. 


Knowledge and Ignorance 

The idea that “there are some things humanity 
was not meant to know” may be traced in modern 
literature to Mary Shelley’s novel Frankenstein 
(1818), and in some ways Flowers for Algernon 
contains echoes of Shelley’s tale. The critic 
Thomas D. Clareson has directly connected 
Keyes’s novel to Frankenstein in that Keyes com- 
bines the figures of the mad scientist and the “in- 
human” creation into “the single figure of Charlie 
Gordon.” This theme is further emphasized by the 
comments of Hilda, a nurse, and Fanny Birden, one 
of Charlie’s coworkers, which compare his opera- 
tion to the acquisition of forbidden knowledge in 
the Garden of Eden, which resulted in Adam and 
Eve being thrown out of Paradise. 


However, Flowers for Algernon does not ar- 
gue that humans should not try to attain knowl- 
edge, but rather that they should be conscious of 
the limitations of a purely intellectual approach to 
life. When Charlie buries himself in research to 
try to find the solution to the flaw in the opera- 
tion, he declares, “I’m living at a peak of clarity 
and beauty I never knew existed.” But later, dur- 
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Topics for 
Further 
Study 


e Research the history of public attitudes towards 
mental retardation in the United States and dis- 
cuss the problems Charlie Gordon faces in the 
novel in the context of this history. 


e Research Sigmund Freud’s theories of psychol- 
ogy and discuss how Charlie Gordon’s emo- 
tional problems (not his tow IQ) can be ex- 
plained in terms of Freudian analysis. 


¢ Read the original short story version of Flowers 
for Algernon and compare it with the novel. 
What changes have been made, and how do 
those changes affect the reader’s response to the 
story? 


ing an argument with Professor Nemur, Charlie 
acknowledges that intelligence alone isn’t 
enough: “intelligence and education isn’t worth 
a damn ... all too often a search for knowledge 
drives out the search for love.” 


Alienation and Loneliness 

In an early “progress report,” Charlie writes 
that he wants to be smart “so I can have lots of 
friends who like me.” Unfortunately, once he be- 
comes a genius, he discovers that there are a whole 
new set of problems that prevent him from estab- 
lishing satisfactory relationships with other people. 
He has substituted one sort of alienation for an- 
other, as the condescension and cruelty he once 
faced from humanity has been replaced by misun- 
derstanding, insensitivity, and fear. He falls in love 
with Alice Kinnian, the teacher who recommended 
him for the operation, but he realizes, “I am just as 
far away from Alice with an I.Q. of 185 as I was 
when I had an I.Q. of 70.” Almost everything Char- 
lie does in the novel is motivated by his desire to 
understand himself and establish functional rela- 
tionships with others, perhaps most dramatically 
expressed when he wanders the streets of New 
York City by himself: “for a moment I brush 
against someone and sense the connection.” 
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Atonement and Forgiveness 

A major aspect of the novel is Charlie’s efforts 
to understand and come to terms with the various 
people who have hurt him throughout his life: his 
mother, who physically and emotionally abused 
him; his father, who failed to defend him; his 
coworkers at the bakery, who brutalized him; the 
scientists who raised his intelligence but treated 
him like a laboratory animal. It is significant that 
when Charlie realizes the effects of the operation 
will not last, his major goal is to locate his family 
and establish some sort of peace with them. When 
he finally locates his mother, he tells himself, “I 
must understand the way she saw it. Unless I for- 
give her, I will have nothing.” The tragedy of Char- 
lie’s fall from genius is relieved somewhat by the 
knowledge that he has come to terms with the peo- 
ple who mistreated him. In his last progress report, 
he writes, “if they make fun of you dont get sore 
because you remember their not so smart like you 
once thot they were.” 


Prejudice and Tolerance 

Written during the height of the civil rights 
movement in the United States, Flowers for Al- 
gernon shows a profound concern with the rights 
of individuals to be treated as individuals, no mat- 
ter what their condition in life. The early pages of 
the novel paint a grim portrait of how the mentally 
handicapped are treated, as Charlie is continually 
abused, verbally and physically, by his coworkers 
at the bakery. And when he becomes a genius, he 
is subject to a different sort of dehumanization, as 
the scientists in charge of the experiment regard 
him “as if I were some kind of newly created 
thing.... No one ... considered me an individual— 
a human being.” This is perhaps most dramatically 
expressed when, witnessing a slow-witted boy be- 
ing ridiculed for breaking dishes in a restaurant, 
Charlie lashes out at the customers: “Leave him 
alone! He can’t understand. He can’t help what he 
is ... but for God’s sake, have some respect! He’s 
a human being!” 


Sex 

Although the novel is not primarily focused 
on sexual issues, a good deal of attention is paid 
to the fact that Charlie is sexually repressed as a 
result of an abused childhood. His mother, terri- 
fied that her “retarded” son would sexually assault 
his “normal” sister, violently repressed all normal 
displays of adolescent sexuality. The adult Char- 
lie, once his intelligence has been raised to where 
he can understand the issues involved, initially has 


difficulty establishing a sexual relationship with 
Fay Lillman, a neighbor who seeks out his com- 
pany, and is unable to have a physical relationship 
with Alice Kinnian, the woman he is in love with. 
Charlie’s ability to have sex with Fay and, even- 
tually, with Alice, is seen as an important step in 
overcoming past traumas and becoming a fully 
functional adult. 


Point of View 

Keyes’s remarkable use of first-person (‘T’) 
point of view is perhaps the most important source 
of Flowers for Algernon’s narrative power. Char- 
lie’s journey from an IQ of 68 to one almost three 
times as high, and his fall back into subnormal in- 
telligence, is told in the form of “Progress Reports” 
written by Charlie for the scientists conducting the 
experiment that raised his IQ. The reports before 
and soon after the operation are written in non- 
standard English, full of the kind of mistakes one 
would expect from writing by a mentally handi- 
capped adult: 


Dr Strauss says I shoud rite down what I think and 
remembir and evrey thing that happins to me from 
now on. I dont no why but he says its importint so 
they will see if they can use me. 


As Charlie’s intelligence grows, his reports be- 
come more and more literate and sophisticated: 


I’ve got to realize that when they continually ad- 
monish me to speak and write simply so that people 
who read these reports will be able to understand me, 
they are talking about themselves as well. 


The striking contrasts between the earlier and 
later entries, both in style and content, dramatize 
both the changes Charlie undergoes and the obsta- 
cles he must overcome. Even more dramatic is the 
contrast between the high-IQ entries and the final 
entries, when Charlie loses his intelligence and falls 
back into the semi-literacy of the earlier entries. 
Keyes’s use of Charlie as the narrator makes the 
reader’s experience of Charlie’s inevitable fate 
more immediate and more moving, and shows that, 
as a reviewer in the Times Literary Supplement put 
it, Keyes “has the technical equipment to keep us 
from shrugging off the pain.” 


Foreshadowing 

Another source of the novel’s power is the in- 
evitability of Charlie’s fate, once we learn that the 
results of the experiment will not be permanent. 
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But even before we learn that the experiment has 
failed, Keyes offers several moments of foreshad- 
owing, events which hint at what is to come. The 
most obvious of these center around Algernon the 
mouse, who has had the same operation as Charlie 
and whose progress and deterioration both mirrors 
and forecasts Charlie’s own. When Algernon be- 
gins to grow restive, has trouble running the maze, 
and starts biting people, it does not bode well for 
Charlie. In addition, two minor characters—Hilda, 
a nurse, and Fanny Birden, one of Charlie’s 
coworkers at the bakery——both invoke the story of 
Adam and Eve’s expulsion from the Garden of 
Eden, which foreshadows Charlie’s own “fall” 
from genius. Charlie’s trip to the Warren State 
Home while he still possesses heightened intelli- 
gence foreshadows what is in store when he finally 
loses that intelligence. And, in a more subtle mo- 
ment early in the novel, as Charlie is on the oper- 
ating table before the surgery, he tells Dr. Strauss 
that he’s scared. When Dr. Strauss reassures him 
that he will “just go to sleep,” Charlie replies, “thats 
what I’m skared about”—a foreshadowing, per- 
haps, of Charlie’s later descent into darkness. 


Setting 

The setting of Flowers for Algernon is New 
York City, with a brief episode in Chicago, in the 
present or near future. Although the physical land- 
scape and cultural background is not a major part 
of the novel, critic Robert Scholes has noted that 
the very normality and non-distinctiveness of the 
setting makes the one “different” element of the 
novel—the surgical procedure that raises Charlie’s 
JQ—all the more distinctive. And at one point in 
the novel, when Charlie has taken Algernon and is 
hiding out from the scientists, the crowded urban 
landscape of New York City becomes an important 
part of Charlie’s attempts to come to terms with his 
situation: “on a hot night when everyone is out 
walking, or sitting in a theater, there is a rustling, 
and for a moment I brush against someone and 
sense the connection between the branch and trunk 
and the deep root.” 


Irony 

Irony—the difference between the way things 
appear to be and the way they really are—plays an 
important part in Flowers for Algernon. Early in 
the novel, we see that Charlie’s coworkers at the 
bakery, especially Joe Carp and Frank Reilly, are 
condescending and abusive towards him, insulting 
him to his face and playing cruel tricks on him. 
Charlie, however, writes that “Lots of people laff 
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at me and their my friends and we have fun.... I 
cant wait to be smart like my best friends Joe Carp 
and Frank Reilly.” Once Charlie becomes smart, he 
realizes that these people are not his friends, but he 
is then faced with another irony. Before the oper- 
ation, he wanted “to be smart like other pepul so I 
can have lots of frends who like me.” But his in- 
creased IQ causes the bakery workers to be afraid 
of him, the scientists who had been kindly and wise 
figures turn out to be limited human beings who 
see Charlie more as a laboratory experiment than 
a human being, and heightened intelligence is no 
help when he falls in love with Alice Kinnian. As 
Charlie the genius notes, “Ironic that all my intel- 
ligence doesn’t help me solve a problem like this.” 
And in a final irony, when Charlie returns to his 
IQ of 68 and seeks his old job back, Joe and Frank, 
the men who had persecuted him before, defend 
him against an attack from a new worker. 


Tragedy 

In literature, tragedy refers to works where a 
person, often of great achievement, is destroyed 
through a character flaw that he or she possesses. In 
classic tragedy, this “fall” is often from a great height 
(Oedipus and Hamlet were both royalty, for exam- 
ple) and is inevitable, given the character’s charac- 
ter flaw. Flowers for Algernon is certainly about a 
fall from a height, and Charlie’s descent from ge- 
nius to subnormal intelligence is inevitable. Charlie 
does have character flaws—an arrogance and impa- 
tience which appear when he becomes a genius— 
but these do not lead to his fall. Instead, the “flaw” 
is outside of Charlie, in the technology which raises 
him to a great height and then allows him to fall back 
down. In this way, Keyes is able to use the devices 
of tragedy to make a very modern point: that our 
technology is as imperfect as we are. 


Historical Context 





Civil Rights in the 1960s 

The issue which lies at the heart of Flowers 
for Algernon is Charlie Gordon’s struggle to be rec- 
ognized and treated as a human being. Prior to his 
operation, he was regarded as somehow less than 
fully human because of his subnormal intelligence. 
After the operation, he is discriminated against in 
a different way, as ordinary people shun him and 
the scientists who raised his IQ treat him as little 
more than another laboratory specimen. It should 
come as no surprise that this story of a person who 
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Compare 
& 
Contrast 


* 1960s: The civil rights movement was in full 
force, with passage of legislation addressing dis- 
crimination against African Americans and in- 
creasing awareness of the rights of other op- 
pressed groups, including the mentally 
handicapped. However, prejudice was still wide- 
spread, and there was as yet little to no legal pro- 
tection for mentally handicapped persons. 


Today: Legislative and legal protection for the 
mentally handicapped is extensive, while public 
sensitivity to the rights of the handicapped has 
increased markedly. Terms such as “retarded” 
and “feeble-minded” have been replaced with 
less negatively-charged terms such as “mentally 
challenged” and “developmentally disabled.” 
However, civil rights as a whole is in a volatile 
period, as the public at large seems increasingly 
resistant to the demands of minority groups. 


¢ 1960s: Psychoanalysis is increasingly accepted 
as a means of dealing with mental illness, while 
the theories of Sigmund Freud enjoy widespread 
public awareness and acceptance. 


Today: The treatment of emotional disorders is 
increasingly diverse, with traditional psycho- 
analysis complemented by various holistic, 
Eastern, and “New Age” approaches, as well as 
by the development of increasingly effective an- 
tidepressants and other psychoactive drugs. 
However, the theories of Sigmund Freud are not 
as widely accepted as in the past, and the pub- 
lic at large appears impatient with what it sees 
as abnormal or dangerous behavior “excused” 
because of past trauma. 


e 1960s: The pressures of the Cold War lead to 
an unprecedented amount of spending on scien- 
tific research by both the U.S. government and 
private foundations and corporations. 


Today: With the Cold War over and budgets 
shrinking, competition for research funding is 
more intense than ever, and funding agencies are 
increasingly reluctant to support research that 
does not have immediate, practical results. 


manages to be a member of two different minori- 
ties—the mentally handicapped and the mentally 
superior—should have appeared during a time of 
growing awareness of the problems and the rights 
of minority groups. 

The period from the first publication of Flow- 
ers for Algernon as a short story to its publication 
as a novel, the period from 1959 to 1966, saw the 
rise of the civil rights movement in the United 
States. Although most immediately and dramati- 
cally focused on the task of securing equal rights 
for African Americans, the civil rights movement 
was accompanied by increasing attention to the is- 
sue of fair and equal treatment for all. The 1964 
Civil Rights Bill prohibited racial discrimination; 
1966, the year Flowers for Algernon was published, 
saw the founding of the National Organization for 
Women. The rights of the mentally handicapped 
were also addressed during this time: in 1962 the 


President’s Panel on Mental Retardation was orga- 
nized, leading in 1968 to the Declaration of the 
General and Specific Rights of the Mentally Re- 
tarded. By the 1970s, the term “retardation” was 
replaced with “developmental disability,” and spe- 
cific provisions for the protection of the mentally 
handicapped from violence and discrimination be- 
came law. Flowers for Algernon’s message of tol- 
erance and understanding for the mentally handi- 
capped reflects the social and political struggles of 
its day, and the years following the novel’s publi- 
cation saw many of these issues regarding devel- 
opmental disability finally addressed in the legis- 
lature and the courts. 


Psychology and the Rise of Scientific 
Research 

In addition to the Civil Rights movement, the 
1950s and 1960s also saw the rise of psychoanaly- 
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Mentally handicapped children in school, Sonoma, California, 1962. 


sis as a generally accepted method of dealing with 
emotional disorders. The theories of Sigmund 
Freud, which saw human motivation as stemming 
largely from unconscious desires which are often 
traceable to childhood experiences and which fre- 
quently center on sex, were particularly influential 
during this time. Freud’s theories were so widely 
discussed that most people, even if they were not 
trained in psychoanalysis, probably had some fa- 
miliarity with concepts such as repression, neuro- 
sis, and the unconscious. Accordingly, the novel’s 
focus on psychological themes, especially Char- 
lie’s emotional problems stemming from the abuse 
he suffered from his mother, was immediately fa- 
miliar to the readers of the 1960s. 


Also on the rise in the 1950s and 1960s was 
funding for scientific research. Locked in a Cold 
War with the Soviet Union and still remembering 
Nazi Germany’s V-2 rockets and the terrifying suc- 
cess of the atomic bomb, the United States during 
this era spent an unprecedented amount of money 
on scientific research. Government organizations 
such as the National Science Foundation, as well 
as private foundations and corporations, poured 
millions of dollars into scientific research. This in- 
cluded “basic” research that would not necessarily 
yield immediate practical applications. With so 
much money available, competition for funding in- 
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tensified and universities became increasingly fo- 
cused on obtaining and keeping research funding. 
In Flowers for Algernon, Professor Nemur and Dr. 
Strauss’s funding from the ‘“Welburg Foundation,” 
as well as the pressure Nemur feels to publish his 
results and secure his professional reputation, di- 
rectly reflect this trend. 


Critical Overview 





There is not as much critical commentary on 
Flowers for Algernon as there is on some other con- 
temporary novels. What criticism does exist has oc- 
casionally found fault with the novel on the grounds 
of sentimentality or predictability, but on the whole 
the critical response has been favorable. Critics 
have also noted the novel’s status as a work of sci- 
ence fiction. 


Typical of the critical response to Keyes’s 
novel is Mark R. Hillegas’ 1966 Saturday Review 
essay, which ranks Flowers for Algernon with Kurt 
Vonnegut’s Player Piano and Walter M. Miller, 
Jr.’s A Canticle for Leibowitz as a “work of qual- 
ity science fiction,” although Hillegas finds the 
novel “considerably less powerful” than Von- 
negut’s or Miller’s novels. Hillegas also notes that 
Keyes’s novel is occasionally ‘marred by a cliched 
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dialogue or a too predictable description.” None- 
theless, he finds that the novel “offers compas- 
sionate insight into the situation of the mentally 
retarded” and is “profoundly moving.” 


Other contemporary reviews sounded much 
the same note. Eliot Fremont-Smith, writing in the 
New York Times in 1966, states that Keyes “has 
taken the obvious, treated it in a most obvious fash- 
ion, and succeeded in creating a tale that is con- 
vincing, suspenseful, and touching—all in modest 
degree, but it is enough.” Despite the many poten- 
tial problems, such as how to convincingly show 
Charlie as a genius, “the skill shown here is awe- 
some,” and “affecting, too—how otherwise explain 
the tears that come to one’s eyes at the novel’s 
end?” Similarly, a reviewer in the Times Literary 
Supplement finds some of the minor characters 
“less successfully created” but praises the novel as 
“a far more intelligent book than the vast majority 
of ‘straight’ novels.” 


What critical attention Flowers from Algernon 
has received since its original publication has come 
mostly from scholars discussing the novel as a work 
of science fiction. In his 1975 book Structural Fab- 
ulation: An Essay on Fiction of the Future, Robert 
Scholes discusses the novel as “minimal SF’ that, 
unlike some works of science fiction, “establishes 
only one discontinuity between its world and our 
own”—in other words, the experiment which raises 
Charlie’s intelligence. Scholes finds the novel “‘beau- 
tifully problematic” and asserts that its power de- 
rives largely from the fact that the results of the op- 
eration are impermanent. While “Keyes has fleshed 
out his idea with great skill,” Scholes also sees the 
novel as “deficient in artistic integrity” because of 
its existence as both a short story and a novel. 


More recently, the noted British SF writer and 
critic Brian W. Aldiss, in his 1986 book Trillion 
Year Spree: The History of Science Fiction, com- 
pares Charlie to the character of Lenny in John 
Steinbeck’s Of Mice and Men. Unlike other critics, 
Aldiss prefers the original short story to the novel: 
“This moving story lost something of its power 
when expanded to novel length.” And in his 1990 
study Understanding Contemporary American Sci- 
ence Fiction, Thomas D. Clareson claims that 
Keyes “revitalized the myth of Frankenstein by in- 
troducing a fresh narrative perspective” and com- 
bining “Mary Shelley’s nameless creature and the 
crazed scientist into the single figure of Charlie.” 
Clareson further notes that the novel’s “narrative 
perspective” makes it “unique in the science fic- 
tion pantheon.” 


Criticism 


F. Brett Cox 

F. Brett Cox is an assistant professor of Eng- 
lish at Gordon College in Barnesville, Georgia. In 
the following essay, he explores how Flowers for 
Algernon both works as and transcends science fic- 
tion, particularly in its exploration of themes of 
alienation and humanity. 


Like Harper Lee and J. D. Salinger, Daniel 
Keyes is an author whose reputation rests on a sin- 
gle remarkable novel. Keyes’ Flowers for Alger- 
non, like Lee’s To Kill a Mockingbird and 
Salinger’s The Catcher in the Rye, is a powerful 
story of alienation, of an individual who is at odds 
with his society and who struggles to have satis- 
factory relationships with others. Unlike Lee’s and 
Salinger’s novels, however, Flowers for Algernon 
is also a work of science fiction: the type of sci- 
ence fiction, according to Saturday Review critic 
Mark R. Hillegas, that “deals with moral, social, 
psychological, theological, or philosophical prob- 
lems imagined as resulting from inventions, dis- 
coveries, or scientific hypotheses.” While firmly 
within the “literary” tradition of Lee and Salinger, 
therefore, Flowers for Algernon also stands in the 
tradition of such classic science fiction novels as 
Kurt Vonnegut, Jr.’s Player Piano, Ray Bradbury’s 
Fahrenheit 451, and Walter M. Miller, Jr.’s A Can- 
ticle for Leibowitz. 


Keyes’ story is also noteworthy for its success 
in many different forms. It was originally published 
as a short story, which was adapted in 1961 as a 
television play entitled The Two Worlds of Char- 
lie Gordon, The full-length novel version was 
adapted in 1968 as the feature film Charly. The 
short story won the World Science Fiction Con- 
vention Hugo Award for best story of 1959, the 
novel won the Science Fiction Writers of America 
Nebula Award as best novel of 1966, and Cliff 
Robertson, the actor who portrayed Charlie Gor- 
don in the feature film, won the Academy Award 
for Best Actor. 


The science fiction idea of Flowers for Alger- 
non is simple: what if people could undergo a sur- 
gical procedure that would raise their IQ’s? The 
first person to undergo such an operation is Char- 
lie Gordon, a 32-year-old man with an IQ of 68. 
Unlike many other mentally handicapped adults, 
Charlie is highly motivated to learn. He goes to 
night school at the Beekman University Center for 
Retarded Adults and repeatedly states his desire to 
be smarter than he is. It is this level of motivation, 
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finally, that convinces the scientists in charge of 
the project to accept him as the second subject for 
the procedure, the first having been a mouse named 
Algernon. 


Much of the novel’s power comes from Keyes’ 
remarkable use of first-person point of view. Flow- 
ers for Algernon is told in the form of “Progress 
Reports” written by Charlie for the scientists con- 
ducting the project. The reports before and soon af- 
ter the operation are written in nonstandard Eng- 
lish, full of the kind of mistakes one would expect 
from writing by a mentally handicapped adult: 

Dr Strauss says I should rite down what I think and 
remembir and evrey thing that happins to me from 
now on. I dont no why but he says its importint so 
they will see if they can use me. I hope they use me 
becaus Miss Kinnian says mabye they can make me 
smart. I want to be smart. My name is Charlie Gor- 
don I werk in Donners bakery where Mr Donner 
gives me 11 dollers a week and bred or cake if I want. 
I am 32 yeres old and next month is my birthday. 

As Charlie’s intelligence grows, his Progress 
Reports become more and more literate and so- 
phisticated. Three months after the operation, he 
writes: 

I’ve got to realize that when they continually ad- 
monish me to speak and write simply so that people 
who read these reports will be able to understand me, 
they are talking about themselves as well. But still 
it’s frightening to realize that my fate is in the hands 
of men who are not the giants I once thought them 
to be, men who don’t know all the answers. 

The striking contrasts between the earlier and 
later entries, both in style and content, dramatize 
both the changes Charlie undergoes and the obsta- 
cles he must overcome. Keyes’ deft handling of 
point of view helps to ensure that, unlike in many 
science fiction novels, the ideas in Flowers for Al- 
gernon are expressed through the novel’s charac- 
ters, and not the other way around. 


The two quotes above also represent the cen- 
tral conflict of the novel: the difference between 
Charlie’s, and the scientists’, expectations of what 
can be accomplished through increased intelli- 
gence, and the reality of what intelligence alone can 
and cannot do. Before the operation, Charlie wants 
to be smart, not to gain power or advancement, but 
to improve his relationships with other people: “I 
dont care so much about beeing famus. I just want 
to be smart like other pepul so I can have lots of 
friends who like me.” However, as Charlie’s IQ in- 
creases, so does his disillusionment. When his 
“friends” make fun of him, he understands their 
true motivations: “Now I know what they mean 
when they say ‘to pull a Charlie Gordon.” He 
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What 
Do I Read 
Next? 


e The Minds of Billy Milligan is Daniel Keyes’s 
1981 nonfiction study of the case of Billy Mil- 
ligan. When Milligan was arrested and charged 
with rape in 1977, he was found to have at least 
twenty-four distinct personalities. Milligan be- 
came the first person in U.S. history to be ac- 
quitted of a major felony by reason of multiple 
personality. 


+ The Science Fiction Hall of Fame, Vol. 1, edited 
by Robert Silverberg, is a 1970 anthology of 
classic science fiction stories which contains 
Keyes’s original short story version of “Flow- 
ers for Algernon.” 





¢ Theodore Sturgeon’s More Than Human, pub- 
lished in 1953, is a classic science fiction novel 
which, like Flowers for Algernon, is based on 
psychology and deals with the alienation of un- 
usual individuals. 


e The character of Boo Radley in To Kill a Mock- 
ingbird by Harper Lee, published in 1960, is an- 
other example of an emotionally disabled vic- 
tim of childhood abuse who is shunned by 
society. 


e Novelist and critic Brian W. Aldiss has com- 
pared Charlie Gordon to Lenny, one of the main 
characters in John Steinbeck’s classic American 
novel Of Mice and Men (1940). 


¢ Flowers for Algernon has been compared to A 
Canticle for Leibowitz, Walter M. Miller, Jr.’s 
1959 novel of the world after a nuclear holocaust, 
as an example of “quality” science fiction. 


steadily advances at work, but “all of the pleasure 
is gone because the others resent me.” He falls in 
love with Alice Kinnian, the night school teacher 
who originally recommended him for the operation, 
and is devastated by her rejection. Charlie is be- 
coming aware that factual knowledge and intellec- 
tual ability alone do not prepare a person to deal 
with all of life’s problems: “Ironic that all my in- 
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telligence doesn’t help me solve a problem like 
this.” 


As Charlie learns more about the people in his 
life, he also learns more about himself. The post- 
operative sleep learning he undergoes to increase 
his store of factual knowledge also triggers his re- 
covery of long-suppressed memories. These mem- 
ories, recorded in the Progress Reports as they oc- 
cur, reveal the harrowing details of Charlie’s early 
life, especially concerning his abusive mother, 
Rose. At first, she denied there was anything 
“wrong” with Charlie and beat him when he was 
unable to learn like other children. However, after 
Charlie’s sister Norma was bor with normal in- 
telligence, Rose turned against Charlie. Obses- 
sively (and needlessly) fearful of Charlie molest- 
ing Norma, Rose reacted with particular violence 
to any behavior that showed evidence of his nor- 
mally developing sexuality. Charlie’s extraordinary 
motivation to learn, therefore, as well as his diffi- 
culty in expressing his sexual desires for women, 
are rooted in how he was treated by his mother. 
Keyes thus places the novel’s emphasis on psy- 
chology firmly within the tradition of Freudian 
analysis, which sees human motivation as stem- 
ming largely from unconscious desires which are 
often traceable to childhood experiences and which 
frequently center on sex. 


By the time Charlie’s IQ peaks at nearly triple 
its original level, he realizes he was mistaken to 
think, as he did before the operation, that with in- 
creased intelligence “you can have lots of friends 
to talk to and you never get lonely.” His relation- 
ship with Alice has deepened, but when she is fi- 
nally able to return his feelings, he is unable to 
make love to her. More importantly, the gap be- 
tween their respective IQs makes it harder and 
harder for them to communicate, a problem Char- 
lie now has with almost everyone. As Burt, the 
graduate student who administers Charlie’s psy- 
chological tests, points out to him, “You’ve got a 
superb mind now.... But you’re lopsided. You 
know things. You see things. But you haven’t de- 
veloped understanding or—I have to use the 
word—tolerance.” In particular, Charlie has come 
to regard Nemur and Strauss, the scientists in 
charge of the project, as narrowly-focused special- 
ists more interested in acquiring fame and power 
than they are in increasing knowledge and helping 
others. His disappointment with them turns into 
fear when he discovers that there is a flaw in Pro- 
fessor Nemur’s analysis of the “waiting period” fol- 
lowing the operation, a flaw which may indicate 
that the results of the operation are not permanent. 


By this point in the novel, Keyes has firmly estab- 
lished what critic Thomas D. Clareson has called 
Flowers for Algernon’s “double-edged theme: the 
unthinking brutality with which society treats the 
mentally retarded and the terrible isolation of soar- 
ing intellect.” 


After walking out on a psychology conference 
where the scientists “‘talk[ed] about me as if I were 
some kind of newly-created thing,” Charlie turns 
his back on both Alice and the project scientists. 
But despite his genius-level IQ and newfound per- 
sonal freedom, his sense of isolation increases. He 
forms a relationship with Fay Lillman, an artist who 
knows nothing of Charlie’s “former” life and 
whose uninhibited, free-spirited lifestyle is a sharp 
contrast to both the earnest and responsible Alice 
and the demanding, controlling project scientists. 
But, as with Alice, he is unable to have a sexual 
relationship with her. Yearning for meaningful con- 
tact with others, he walks the streets of New York 
feeling an “unbearable hunger” for contact with 
others. He even goes to visit his father, who left his 
mother several years earlier. His father fails to rec- 
ognize him, and Charlie, sensing himself about to 
be disappointed yet again, does not reveal his iden- 
tity: “I wasn’t his son. That was another Charlie. 
Intelligence and knowledge had changed me, and 
he would resent me—as the others from the bak- 
ery resented me—because my growth diminished 
him.” 


There follows one of the key moments in the 
novel when, while dining alone in a restaurant, 
Charlie witnesses an obviously slow-witted young 
man drop a stack of dishes. Seeing his earlier self 
in this young man, Charlie is outraged by the abu- 
sive response of the young man’s boss and the con- 
descension of the customers, doubly so because “at 
first I had been amused along with the rest.” After 
this incident, Charlie decides to return to Beekman 
University and begin his own research to try and 
perfect the procedure that raised his IQ. 


The Progress Reports Charlie writes while en- 
gaged in his own research reveal a Charlie Gordon 
who is, for the first time, a fully functional adult. 
He works feverishly, driven by his fear of revert- 
ing back to his former self—Algemon is beginning 
to show signs of instability and decline. However, 
Charlie is also driven by his desire to help others 
like himself: “if [my research] adds even one jot of 
information to whatever else has been discovered 
about mental retardation and the possibility of help- 
ing others like myself, I will be satisfied,” and by 
the sheer joy of discovery: “I’m living at a peak of 
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clarity and beauty I never knew existed.” He is fi- 
nally able to distance himself from his childhood 
traumas and make love to Fay. Most importantly, 
he begins to achieve a more mature insight into his 
own nature and that of other people. In a violent 
argument with Nemur, Charlie declares that “intel- 
ligence and education that hasn’t been tempered by 
human affection isn’t worth a damn.... But all too 
often a search for knowledge drives out the search 
for love.” 


Eventually, Charlie discovers the flaw in the 
experiment, and his worst fear is realized. His 
raised intelligence is not permanent; within a few 
months, he will return to his former mental state. 
How Charlie faces this devastating news shows 
that, beyond his increased IQ, he has learned far 
more important lessons of tolerance, understand- 
ing, and acceptance. “No one is in any way to blame 
for what has happened,” he writes shortly before 
he enters his final decline. “I don’t want anyone to 
suffer because of what happens to me.” After vis- 
iting his mother, who has fallen into senility and 
only sporadically recognizes her son, Charlie real- 
izes that she is no longer a target for hatred: “I must 
understand the way she saw it. Unless I forgive her, 
I will have nothing.” He finally is able to make love 
to Alice, the only person he has truly loved, and 
for a brief period they have a complete and fulfill- 
ing relationship. 


But Charlie’s decline is even more rapid than 
his ascent. He leaves Alice and the others of the 
project rather than have them witness his return to 
subnormal intelligence, a process depicted in ago- 
nizing detail as his Progress Reports return to the 
broken English and lack of awareness they exhib- 
ited before the operation. Charlie’s return to his 
former state is all the more poignant because, al- 
though he has lost his intelligence, he has not lost 
all of the insights he gained: “if they make fun of 
you dont get sore because you remember their not 
so smart like you once thot they were.” At the end 
of the novel, Charlie prepares to go voluntarily to 
the Warren State Home for the mentally handi- 
capped, leaving a final request regarding Algernon, 
who had died two months earlier: “please if you 
get a chanse put some flowrs on Algernons grave 
in the bak yard.” 


Keyes has published two other novels and 
three nonfiction books, all of which also deal with 
themes of psychology and the structure of the hu- 
man personality, but Flowers for Algernon remains 
his most famous work. Although critics have been 
largely positive about the novel, their praise has 
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sometimes been accompanied by negative com- 
ments, usually along the lines of Mark R. Hillegas’ 
suggestion that the novel is occasionally “marred 
by a cliched dialogue or a too predictable descrip- 
tion.” These reservations, however, have not kept 
critics from acknowledging Flowers for Algernon 
as an unusually powerful and moving work of lit- 
erature, or kept two generations of readers from 
keeping it in print. In the words of a Times Liter- 
ary Supplement critic, although the novel is 
“painful,” it is also “important and moving.... Mr. 
Keyes has the technical equipment to prevent us 
from shrugging off the pain.” 


Source: F. Brett Cox, in an essay for Novels for Students, 
Gale, 1997. 


Robert Small, Jr. 


In the following excerpt, Small traces Flowers 
for Algernon through several incarnations, and 
praises it as a successful example of fiction that an- 
swers the question “what if?” 


Daniel Keyes’ Flowers for Algernon appeared 
first in the form of a long short story in 1959 in 
The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction, and 
in 1960 received from the World Science Fiction 
Society the Hugo Award for the Best Novelette of 
that year. It seems to have been immediately rec- 
ognized as a piece of literature well above the rou- 
tine, for it was anthologized in the next two years 
in Fifth Annual of the Year’s Best Science Fiction, 
Best Articles and Stories, and Literary Cavalcade. 
In the years that followed, it re-appeared as a tele- 
vision play by the Theater Guild under the title, The 
Two Worlds of Charlie Gordon, in 1966 in an ex- 
panded version as a novel, and later still in 1968 
as a film with the title Charly. The film’s star, Cliff 
Robertson, received an Oscar for his performance. 
The novel version received the Nebula Award for 
the Best Novel of 1966 from the Science Fiction 
Writers of America. 


Reviews of the novel on its first appearance 
were generally very favorable and tended to praise 
its treatment of mental retardation. For example, 
the Times Literary Supplement said the following: 


a good example of that kind of science fiction which 
uses a persuasive hypothesis to explore emotional 
and moral issues. By doing more justice than is com- 
mon to the complexity of the central character’s re- 
sponses it gives body to its speculations. In its ideas, 
especially in its speculations about the relationship 
between I.Q. and maturity, this is a far more intelli- 
gent book than the vast majority of “straight” nov- 
els. Moreover, the intelligence is displayed in a treat- 
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ment of subject-matter which is bound to affect us as 
both important and moving. 


It has, then, achieved literary success in an un- 
usual variety of forms, and may well be the best 
known work of science fiction to the general pub- 
lic, that is, to non-science fiction fans. This success 
has come about because, as Robert Scholes puts it, 
“it was based on a powerful concept which worked 
well in all those forms.” 


Although it originally appeared in a magazine 
devoted to science fiction, fictional science is used 
sparingly, allowing the author, with one exception 
to the ordinary and real, to answer the “What if?” 
that is the trade mark of this literary genre. Keyes 
raises the question, What if an operation could be 
discovered that allowed a retarded person to de- 
velop not only average intelligence but to become 
the world’s most brilliant man? The author answers 
that question by inventing such a procedure and 
then allowing the reader to follow that development 
stage by stage as the subject of the experiment, 
Charlie Gordon, a slow-witted but pleasant and 
kind man, becomes [as Robert Scholes describes 
him in Structural Tabulation] increasingly “an im- 
patient, aggressive, arrogant, and unlovable man as 
his powers increase, inspiring envy, jealousy, and 
even fear in others.” Aware of what is happening 
to him, Charlie fights the negative change in his 
personality, but fails to overcome his contempt for 
the ordinary individuals around him. Here is a quo- 
tation from his journal when he is at his most ar- 
rogant: 


But there were other kinds of papers too—P. T. 
Zellerman’s study on the difference in the length of 
time it took white rats to learn a maze when the cor- 
ners were curved rather than angular, or Worfel’s pa- 
per on the effect of intelligence level on the reaction- 
time of rhesus monkeys. Papers like these made me 
angry. Money, time, and energy squandered on the 
detailed analysis of the trivial. 


Keyes “what if” question is one that might oc- 
cur to any reader, for who would not wish to be- 
come a genius? But the story is not merely a pleas- 
ant fantasy. Rather, Keyes returns the reader to 
reality by having the effects of the operation grad- 
ually reverse themselves. Charlie, who has been the 
butt of jokes by the “normal” people he works with, 
gradually regains their friendship as his mind re- 
turns to its retarded state and he returns mostly but 
not fully to his more pleasant personality, “affec- 
tion grounded in pity” Scholes calls it. Charlie is 
retarded at the beginning of the story, and he is not 
aware that the friends he has are not real friends, 
that they treat him with disrespect, look down upon 


him, and enjoy a sense of superiority because they 
are not like him: 


Gimpy hollered at me because I droppd a tray full of 
rolles I was carrying over to the oven. They got derty 
and he had to wipe them off before he put them in 
to bake. Gimpy hollers at me all the time when I do 
something rong, but he reely likes me because hes 
my frend. Boy if I get smart wont he be serprised. 

At the end, when these former friends begin to 
treat him as they formerly had, he accepts them but 
with more understanding of who they are and why 
they act as they do. He comments: 


Evrybody looked at me when I came downstairs and 
started working in the toilet sweeping it out like I use 
to do. I said to myself Charlie if they make fun of 
you dont get sore because you remember their not so 
smart like you once thot they were. 


Writing in Library Journal [February 1, 1966] 
shortly after the story appeared in its novel form, 
Keyes described his story this way: 

Flowers for Algernon is the story of a man’s inner 
journey from a world of retardation to a world of high 
intelligence. Charlie Gordon lives through comic, sad, 
and ironic experiences as he emerges from his mental 
darkness, through the various stages of perceiving and 
understanding levels of knowledge, into the light of 
complex awareness of the world, of people, and of 
himself. 


A major contributor to the success of the work 
in novelette and novel form is the fact that the au- 
thor tells the story by means of a notebook that Char- 
lie begins to keep at the behest of the doctor in- 
volved. Thus we see both the low level of literacy 
and thought that marks Charlie at the start of the ad- 
venture, as well as the sweetness of his character, by 
means of those journal entries. And we like him and 
yet feel the contempt that Scholes tells us is the ba- 
sis for pity. At the same time, the story as told 
through Charlie’s own journal, effectively carries out 
one of the main qualities that proponents of litera- 
ture claim for it, immediacy of experience, that is, 
empathetic power. In Scholes’ words, “It conveys to 
us the deprivation involved in mental retardation as 
no amount of reports or exhortations could possibly 
do.” For example, Charlie writes, “If your smart you 
can have lots of friends to talk to and you never get 
lonely by yourself all the time.” And later, reflect- 
ing on his former state when he encounters a retarded 
boy, he writes, 


It infuriated me to remember that not too long ago 
I—like this boy—had foolishly played the clown. 


And I had almost forgotten. 


Only a short time ago, I learned that people laughed 
at me. Now I can see that unknowingly I joined them 
in laughing at myself. That hurts most of all. 
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As the effects of the operation appear, the en- 
tries in the notebook parallel those changes. Char- 
lie’s style evolves from short, awkward sentences 
and partial sentences cluttered with misspellings 
and marked by a limited vocabulary into, first, what 
Scholes calls “a rich, vigorous syntax.” Then, as 
Charlie’s mind begins its retreat to its former state, 
his style gradually reflects that change, though it 
can be argued at the end of the novel he has re- 
tained perhaps a bit of the grasp of language that 
he had at the height of his mental powers.. 


At first, Charlie is not aware that he is losing 
the intelligence that he has gained. Soon, however, 
his still superior mind realizes what is happening, 
and he struggles to keep what he has gained. As he 
goes over what he still knows, as he practices and 
practices what he has learned, each entry in the 
notebook showing yet further loss, Charlie takes on 
an heroic stature as someone who has seen the mar- 
velous, lost it, but remains determined at least to 
keep its memory alive. And Charlie is not bitter. 
Rather, after a first bout with anger and frustration, 
as he works to retain what he is losing, he regains 
the sweetness of his temper, his kindness, tolerance, 
and generosity. Here he is in the midst of his strug- 
gle to keep what he is gradually losing: 


I dont no why Im dumb agen or what I did rong. 
Mabye its because I dint try hard enuf or just some 
body put the evel eye on me. But if I try and practis 
very hard mabye II get a littel smarter and no what 
all the words are. I remembir a littel bit how nice I 
had a feeling with the blue book that I red with the 
toren cover. And when I close my eyes I think about 
the man who tored the book [the smart Charlie] and 
he looks like me only he looks different and he talks 
different but I dont think its me because its like I see 
him from the window. 


Anyway thats why Im gone to keep trying to get 
smart so I can have that feeling agen. Its good to no 
things and be smart and I wish I new evrything in 
the hole world. I wish I could be smart agen rite now. 
If I could I would sit down and reed all the time. 


The story, then, has much to offer a reader, and 
it seems especially well suited to a young reader. 
The premise is easy to understand and one that most 
of us, including children, can identify with—the de- 
sirability of becoming smarter. Keyes’s “what if” 
question is, in fact, probably one that most students 
have wished for in the competitive world of the 
school. At the same time, young readers can be 
helped through Charlie’s entries at the beginning 
and close of the story to see into the world of some- 
one like Charlie and understand that it is he, not 
the false friends around him, who is worthy of re- 
spect. As the story progresses, they can identify 
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with his exultation over his growing intellect; but 
they can also see that the arrogance and cruelty re- 
sulting from his superior intellect make him less 
than he could be, less in some ways than the ear- 
lier Charlie was. As the process reverses itself and 
Charlie becomes less smart, young readers can 
surely feel the terrible sense of loss that Charlie 
feels and realize that he faces that loss far better 
than they might. They can admire the determina- 
tion that he displays to the very end of the story to 
hold on to what he can of his new found under- 
standing. 


Many teachers have recognized the fact that 
Flowers for Algernon would make an effective fo- 
cus for reading and discussing in an English class, 
and so it has been used extensively with middle and 
high school classes. It appears on many recom- 
mended reading lists for these grades, including the 
National Council of Teachers of English Books for 
You, the American Library Association’s Out- 
standing Books for the College Bound, and the H. 
W. Wilson company’s Senior High School Library 
Catalog. The Perfection Form company has pre- 
pared a set of work sheets to accompany its study, 
and versions of it have appeared in school litera- 
ture anthologies. 


But its use has not been without censorship 
problems. Two of the most common points of ob- 
jection to literature by would-be censors have been 
aimed at it: sex and religion. Charlie is, of course, 
a young man. As such, he would realistically have 
an interest in sex; and Keyes does devote a few 
passages to rather tame sexual encounters. As a re- 
sult it has been called pornographic and sexually 
explicit, although it surely is neither. In addition, 
because the operation changes Charlie from the 
man that some readers feel their God meant Char- 
lie to be, it has been accused of tampering with the 
will of God, of turning men—the doctors, that is— 
into gods, and of supernaturalism, although the 
story clearly dwells in the world of science fiction 
rather than fantasy. It is, these critics argue, only 
for God to give mankind intellect. It was Satan who 
aspired to such power; and so if a work of litera- 
ture shows a human possessing such powers, that 
work is clearly irreligious and perhaps Satanic. The 
Office for Intellectual Freedom of the American 
Library Association and People for the American 
Way have documented numerous recent cases; it is 
listed in ALA’s Hit List as one of the most frequent 
targets of censorship. 


The power of Flowers for Algernon lies partly 
in the original concept, the “what if’ that Keyes 
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asks and then answers. More important, the novel 
gives its readers profound insights into people, re- 
tarded, average, brilliant, kind and cruel, and it does 
so with stylistic brilliance and control. Perhaps 
most important, it creates one of those rare truly 
round fictional characters, to use Forester’s term, 
who surprise convincingly, who have lives before 
and after the story is told, who seem to possess free 
will. Keyes’ accomplishment is all the more im- 
pressive because his character changes so drasti- 
cally during the course of the novel, yet remains 
for the reader one human, and one we continue to 
care about past the end of the novel. Toward that 
end, Charlie writes in his last entry, 


If you ever reed this Miss Kinnian {his former 
teacher] dont be sorry for me. Im glad I got a second 
chanse in life like you said to be smart because I 
lerned alot of things that I never even new were in 
this werld and Im grateful I saw it all even for a lit- 
tel bit. And Im glad I found out about my family and 
me. It was like I never had a family til I remembird 
about them and saw them and now I know I had a 
family and I was a person just like evryone. 


Source: Robert Small, Jr., “ Flowers for Algernon by Daniel 
Keyes,” in Censored Books: Critical Viewpoints, edited by 
Nicholas J. Karolides, Lee Burress, and John M. Kean, 
Scarecrow Press, 1993, pp. 249-255. 


Robert Scholes 


Scholes is an American scholar and critic who 
has written widely on postmodern realistic fiction. 
In the following excerpt, he discusses Flowers for 
Algernon as a work of science fiction, dividing its 
main idea into two halves: the operation to develop 
Charlie's intelligence—a familiar motif in science 
fiction—and the impermanence of the operation, 
which distinguishes the novel as an original and 
powerful work. Additionally Scholes observes that 
the book’s packaging circumvents questions about 
its genre. 


Daniel Keyes’s Flowers for Algernon might be 
called minimal SF. It establishes only one discon- 
tinuity between its world and our own, and this dis- 
continuity requires no appreciable reorientation of 
our assumptions about man, nature, or society. Yet 
this break with the normal lifts the whole story out 
of our familiar experiential situation. It is the thing 
which enables everything else in the novel, and it 
is thus crucial to the generation of this narrative 
and to its affect on readers. How crucial this idea 
is can be seen in the story’s history, which, as it 
happens, makes an interesting fable in itself. It first 
appeared as a long story in The Magazine of Fan- 
tasy and Science Fiction in April 1959. It received 
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a Hugo award in 1960 for the best science fiction 
novelette of the year. It was then reprinted in The 
Best from Fantasy and Science Fiction and in the 
Fifth Annual of the Year’s Best Science Fiction, 
both published in 1960, and in Best Articles and 
Stories and Literary Cavalcade in 1961. It was 
made into a television drama and then rewritten to 
appear as a full-length novel in 1966. Then it was 
made into a movie and given, of course, a new ti- 
tle: CHARLY (with the R childishly reversed). In 
1967 it appeared in paperback and has now been 
through more than thirty printings. My paperback 
copy, which is from the thirty-second printing 
(1972), has a scene from the film on the cover, with 
the word CHARLY prominently displayed, and a 
bundle of “rave” quotations from reviewers on the 
back cover. Nowhere on the cover of this book does 
the expression “science fiction” appear. Even the 
Hugo award (which is at least as reliable an indi- 
cator of quality as, say, the Pulitzer Prize for Fic- 
tion) goes unmentioned. Inside, in very fine print, 
the ultra-snoopy purchaser may find in the back 
pages some words about the author, which indicate 
that this work first appeared as a “magazine story” 
(but the name of the magazine is suppressed) and 
that it won a Hugo award as the “best science nov- 
elette” in 1960. Even there, the cautious editors 
have managed to avoid the stigmatizing expression. 
Flowers for Algernon has gone straight, folks; it 
has passed the line around the SF ghetto, and to re- 
mind us of its sordid history would be downright 
impolite. And it might chase away a lot of poten- 
tial customers who “hate science fiction.” 


An interesting fable, is it not, from which a 
number of conclusions may be drawn. It certainly 
reveals something about attitudes toward SF in var- 
ious quarters, and this is instructive as well as 
amusing. But it also reveals something about the 
genre itself. Flowers for Algernon could succeed in 
four distinct forms (novelette, TV drama, full- 
length film, and full-length novel) because it was 
based on a powerful concept which worked well in 
all those forms. Daniel Keyes had an exceptionally 
good idea for a work of fiction, and the idea is what 
made it originally and still makes it a work of SF. 
The idea is simply that an operation might be per- 
formed on a severely retarded adult male, which 
would enable his mind not merely to catch up with 
those of his peers but actually to surpass theirs. That 
is half of the idea. The other half, which completes 
and justifies this idea, is that the effects of the op- 
eration would prove impermanent, so that the story 
involves our watching the protagonist grow into a 
genius unconsciously, and then consciously but 
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helplessly slip back toward a state of semi-literacy. 
When this mental voyage has come full circle, the 
story is over. 


For many people, I suspect, the first half of this 
idea constitutes the domain of SF, a land of incon- 
sequential wish-fulfillment in which the natural 
laws that constitute the boundaries of human life 
are playfully suspended. But the best writers of 
structural fabulation do not settle for mere imagi- 
native play. Daniel Keyes completed the circuit of 
his idea, and the beauty and power of the resulting 
story were acknowledged by his readers at the eigh- 
teenth World Science Fiction Convention, where 
he was awarded the Hugo. It should be added that 
Keyes’s execution of his idea was fully adequate 
to the original conception. He undertook to present 
the story through a journal kept by the protagonist 
himself, at the request of his doctor. Thus, we see 
the growth of Charlie Gordon’s mind through the 
evolution of his prose style as well as in the events 
narrated. (Mr. Keyes, we might note, happens to be 
an English teacher.) Charlie acquires a competence 
in grammar, an extensive lexicon, and a rich, vig- 
orous syntax—and then gradually loses all these, 
as his mental powers fade. He also becomes an im- 
patient, aggressive, arrogant, and unlovable man as 
his powers increase, inspiring envy, jealousy, and 
even fear in others. But as he loses his mental com- 
petence he regains the affection of those around 
him—an affection grounded in pity, which is, as 
Joseph Conrad knew, a form of contempt. 


This tale is beautifully problematic. It conveys 
to us the deprivation involved in mental retardation 
as no amount of reports or exhortations could pos- 
sibly do it. And it does this by the fabulative de- 
vice of an apparently miraculous scientific discov- 
ery. It is fabulation that promotes speculation, and 
speculation that is embodied in an emotionally 
powerful fable. The intensity of our emotional com- 
mitment to the events of any fiction, of course, is 
a function of countless esthetic choices made by 
the author—at the level of the word, the sentence, 
the episode, the character, the ordering of events, 
and the manner of the presentation. These aspects 
of Flowers for Algernon cannot be dismissed with- 
out devoting much more space-time to this story 
than is available here. I must assert, merely, that 
Keyes has fleshed out his idea with great skill, and 
I invite those interested to investigate the text for 
themselves.... 
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I should like to use this occasion to examine 
an aspect of this story which is typical of the genre 
as a whole, and of the special qualities which seem 
to differentiate it from other kinds of fiction. Like 
many works of SF, Flowers for Algernon appeared 
first as a story and then was “expanded” into a 
novel. Now all of our training in esthetics and all 
of our background in the critical thought of Flaubert 
and James, for instance, must lead us to believe that 
a work of verbal art consists of one set of words in 
one particular order. Thus, this idea of expansion 
seems to have more to do with packaging and mer- 
chandising than it can do with art. To some extent 
this must be admitted. The shapes of genres have 
always had something to do with the means of their 
communication and the needs of their audiences. 
But if the “same” story can appear in two different 
versions just to suit the exigencies of commercial 
publication as a magazine story and a book, then 
we may rightfully feel that the work must be defi- 
cient in artistic integrity. 
Source: Robert Scholes, “Structural Fabulation,” in Struc- 
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The Great Gatsby 


F. Scott Fitzgerald 
1925 





In 1925, The Great Gatsby was published and 
hailed as an artistic and material success for its 
young author, F. Scott Fitzgerald. It is considered 
a vastly more mature and artistically masterful 
treatment of Fitzgerald’ s themes than his earlier fic- 
tion. These works examine the results of the Jazz 
Age generation’s adherence to false material val- 
ues. In nine chapters, Fitzgerald presents the rise 
and fall of Jay Gatsby, as related in a first-person 
natrative by Nick Carraway. Carraway reveals the 
story of a farmer’s son-turned racketeer, named Jay 
Gatz. His ill-gotten wealth is acquired solely to gain 
acceptance into the sophisticated, moneyed world 
of the woman he loves, Daisy Fay Buchanan. His 
romantic illusions about the power of money to buy 
respectability and the love of Daisy—the “golden 
girl” of his dreams—are skillfully and ironically in- 
terwoven with episodes that depict what Fitzgerald 
viewed as the callousness and moral irresponsibil- 
ity of the affluent American society of the 1920s. 
America at this time experienced a cultural and 
lifestyle revolution. In the economic arena, the 
stock market boomed, the rich spent money on fab- 
ulous parties and expensive acquisitions, the auto- 
mobile became a symbol of glamour and wealth, 
and profits were made, both legally and illegally. 
The whirlwind pace of this post-World War I era 
is captured in Fitzgerald’s Gatsby, whose tragic 
quest and violent death foretell the collapse of that 
era and the onset of disillusionment with the Amer- 
ican dream. By the end of the novel, the reader 
slowly realizes that Carraway is transformed as he 
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recognizes Gatsby’s moral superiority to the 
Buchanans. In fact, the triumph of Gatsby’s legacy 
is reached by Nick Carraway’s ruminations at the 
end of the book about Gatsby’s valiant, however 
futile, attempts to regain his past love. The dis- 
crepancy between Gatsby’s dream vision and real- 
ity is a prominent theme in this book. Other motifs 
in the book include Gatsby’s quest for the Ameri- 
can Dream; class conflict (the Wilsons vs. the 
Buchanans and the underworld lowbrows vs. 
Gatsby); the cultural rift between East and West; 
and the contrast between innocence and experience 
in the narrator’s life. A rich aesthetic experience 
with many subtleties in tone and content, this novel 
can be read over and over again for new revela- 
tions and continued pleasure. 


Author Biography 


F. Scott Fitzgerald was an American novelist and 
short-story writer of the Roaring Twenties. Since 
his early work shows a romantic feeling for “the 
promises of life” at college and in “The East,” he 
acquired the epithet “the spokesman of the Jazz 
Age.” His first novel, This Side of Paradise, was 
the first American novel to deal with college un- 
dergraduate life in the World War I era. A hand- 
some and charming man, Fitzgerald was quickly 
adopted by the young generation of his time. His 
second novel, The Beautiful and the Damned, is a 
lively but shallow book, but his third, The Great 
Gatsby, is one of the most penetrating descriptions 
of American life in the 1920s. 


Born in St. Paul, Minnesota, on Sept. 24, 1896, 
Scott Fitzgerald was the son of Edward Fitzgerald, 
who worked for Proctor and Gamble and brought 
his family to Buffalo and Syracuse, New York for 
most of his son’s first decade. Edward Fitzgerald’s 
great-great-grandfather was the brother of the 
grandfather of Francis Scott Key, who wrote the 
poem “The Star-Spangled Banner.” This fact was 
of great significance to Mrs. Fitzgerald, Mollie Mc- 
Quillan, and later to Scott. Mollie Fitzgerald’s own 
family could offer no pretensions to aristocracy but 
her father, an Irish immigrant who came to Amer- 
ica in 1843, was a self-made businessman. Equally 
important was Fitzgerald’s sense of having come 
from two widely different Celtic strains. He had 
early on developed an inferiority complex in a fam- 
ily where the “black Irish half ... had the money 
and looked down on the Maryland side of the fam- 
ily who had, and really had ... ‘breeding,’ ” ac- 
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cording to Scott Donaldson in the Dictionary of Lit- 
erary Biography. Out of this divergence of classes 
in his family background arose what critics called 
F. Scott’s “double vision.” He had the ability to ex- 
perience the lifestyle of the wealthy from an in- 
sider’s perspective, yet never felt a part of this 
clique and always felt the outsider. 


As a youth Fitzgerald revealed a flair for dra- 
matics, first in St. Paul, where he wrote original 
plays for amateur production, and later at the New- 
man Academy in Hackensack, New Jersey. At 
Princeton, he composed lyrics for the university’s 
famous Triangle Club productions. Fitzgerald was 
also a writer and actor with the Triangle Club at 
college. Before he could graduate, he volunteered 
for the army during World War I. He spent the 
weekends writing the earliest drafts of his first 
novel. The work was accepted for publication in 
1919 by Charles Scribner’s Sons. The popular and 
financial success that accompanied this event en- 
abled Fitzgerald to marry Zelda Sayre, whom he 
met at training camp in Alabama. Zelda played a 
pivotal role in the writer’s life, both in a tempes- 
tuous way and an inspirational one. Mostly, she 
shared his extravagant lifestyle and artistic inter- 
ests. In the 1930s she was diagnosed as a schizo- 
phrenic and was hospitalized in Switzerland and 
then Maryland, where she died in a fire. 
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For some time, Fitzgerald lived with his wife 
in Long Island. There, the setting for The Great 
Gatsby, he entertained in a manner similar to his 
characters, with expensive liquors and entertain- 
ment. He revelled in demonstrating the antics of 
the crazy, irresponsible rich, and carried this atti- 
tude wherever he went. Especially on the Riviera 
in France, the Fitzgeralds befriended the elite of the 
cultural world and wealthy classes, only to offend 
most of them in some way by their outrageous be- 
havior. Self-absorbed, drunk, and eccentric, they 
sought and received attention of all kinds. The party 
ended with the hospitalization of Zelda for schizo- 
phrenia in Prangins, a Swiss clinic, and, coinci- 
dentally, with the Great Depression of 1929, which 
tolled the start of Scott’s personal depression. 


In the decade before his death, Fitzgerald’s 
troubles and the debilitating effects of his alco- 
holism limited the quality and amount of his writ- 
ing. Nonetheless, it was also during this period that 
he attempted his most psychologically complex and 
aesthetically ambitious novel, Tender Is the Night 
(1934). After Zelda’s breakdown, Fitzgerald be- 
came romantically involved with Sheila Graham, a 
gossip columnist in Hollywood, during the last 
years of his life. He also wrote but did not finish 
the novel The Last Tycoon, now considered to be 
one of his best works, about the Hollywood mo- 
tion picture industry. Fitzgerald died suddenly of a 
heart attack, most likely induced by a long addic- 
tion to alcohol, on December 21, 1940. At the time 
of his death, he was virtually forgotten and unread. 
A growing Fitzgerald revival, begun in the 1950s, 
led to the publication of numerous volumes of sto- 
ries, letters, and notebooks. One of his literary crit- 
ics, Stephen Vincent Benet, concluded in his re- 
view of The Last Tycoon, “you can take off your 
hats now, gentlemen, and I think perhaps you had 
better. This is not a legend, this is a reputation— 
and, seen in perspective, it may well be one of the 
most secure reputations of our time.” 


Plot Summary 


A dinner party 

Nick Carraway, the narrator, announces that he 
is writing his account two years after the events de- 
scribed. Aged twenty-nine, in the spring of 1922, 
he travels East from his midwestern home to work 
as a bond salesman in New York. He has rented a 
house on West Egg, sandwiched between the man- 


sions along the shore of Long Island Sound. He 
knows nobody except his distant cousin Daisy 
Buchanan, who lives with her wealthy husband 
Tom on East Egg, across the bay. Nick drives over 
to dinner with the couple, whom he has not seen 
in years, and their guest Jordan Baker. Tom, an ath- 
letic polo player, betrays his boorish arrogance as 
he expounds a racist theory he has read. Daisy’s 
magical voice compels Nick forward to listen to 
her, but he suspects her sincerity when she says she 
is unhappy. In contrast, dark-haired Jordan strikes 
Nick with her jaunty self-assurance. At one point, 
Nick’s neighbour “Gatsby” is mentioned and Daisy 
catches the name in surprise. Dinner is tense; Jor- 
dan reveals that it is Tom’s mistress telephoning 
him, and Daisy appears to know. Returning to West 
Egg, Nick first sees Gatsby. As Nick is about to 
call to him, Gatsby stretches out both arms towards 
the water or the green dock light opposite; Nick is 
mystified. 


Myrtle’s party 

Commuting across the “valley of ashes” to the 
city, Tom suddenly pulls Nick from their train to 
meet his mistress, Myrtle. She is a blowsy, vital 
woman, the wife of servile garage-owner George 
Wilson. Myrtle catches the next train with them, 
and impulsively buys a puppy while she and Tom 
insist that Nick accompany them to their city apart- 
ment. Nick reads discreetly while the couple are in 
the bedroom. Myrtle decides to throw a party, and 
the apartment fills with people and social chatter. 
The puppy blinks in the smoky air, the party gets 
progressively drunker, and Nick wonders what the 
scene would look like to an observer outside. Myr- 
tle starts chanting Daisy’s name, and Tom brutally 
breaks her nose: the sound of wailing accompanies 
Nick as he leaves. 


Gatsby’s party 

Nick describes the lavish parties that nightly 
transform Gatsby’s garden. One afternoon a butler 
brings Nick a formal invitation, and at the party 
Nick is relieved to spot Jordan in the swirling 
crowd. Nick hears many extravagant and contra- 
dictory rumors from the guests. He and Jordan 
come across comical “Owl Eyes,” a bespectacled 
man trying to sober up in the library. Later, an el- 
egant young man invites Nick for a hydroplane ex- 
cursion next morning, and as Nick confesses he has 
never met their host, the man reveals himself to be 
Gatsby. Later still, Jordan is called to speak with 
Gatsby in the house, and then hints at his amazing 
story but won’t tell more. Leaving the party, Nick 
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sees a car in a ditch with its wheel off; the drunken 
culprit cannot understand the car’s predicament. 
Nick interrupts the story here to reflect that he was 
actually very busy in the weeks between these three 
parties described, enjoying the adventure of New 
York. He catches up with Jordan again and learns 
more of her character: unlike Nick, she is incurably 
dishonest, and a careless driver. 


Lunch in New York 


Gatsby drives Nick to lunch in the city and tells 
him more about his past. Nick is unsure whether to 
believe it all but decides to trust Gatsby when he 
produces an authentic-looking medal as proof. 
Gatsby then hints of a favor he will ask Nick that 
day. They have lunch with a sinister friend of 
Gatsby’s, Meyer Wolfsheim, who was apparently 
responsible for fixing the 1919 World Series. When 
Tom Buchanan appears, Gatsby looks embarrassed 
and disappears before Nick can introduce the men. 


Tea with Jordan 


That afternoon, Jordan tells Nick the story and 
makes Gatsby’s request. Jordan met Daisy in 1917 
and in the company of a young soldier. For a time 
after, Jordan heard only rumors of her before Daisy 
became engaged to Tom. As bridesmaid, Jordan 
witnessed Daisy’s distress the eve of the wedding, 
as she held a mysterious letter until it dissolved. 
Yet the couple married and travelled, although Tom 
got in the papers after a car accident with another 
girl, and Daisy had a little girl. When “Gatsby” was 
mentioned at their recent dinner party, Jordan re- 
alized that this is Daisy’s young soldier. Gatsby 
bought his house to be opposite Daisy, hoping she 
would appear at a party. As she hasn’t, he now 
wants Nick to ask Daisy to tea so that he might 
meet her again. This afternoon, Nick first kisses 
Jordan, whose real presence contrasts to Gatsby’s 
ghostly devotion to Daisy. 


Reunion 
Nick invites Daisy to tea and the day arrives, 

pouring rain. Despite Gatsby’s nervousness, Daisy 
does arrive. The reunion is difficult, but after Nick 
leaves the couple alone they are “radiant” together 
on his return. They take Nick over to Gatsby’s 
house so that Gatsby can show it off, and Gatsby 
is clearly overwrought by the significance of the 
occasion after such a long wait. 

Almost five years! There must have been moments 

even that afternoon when Daisy tumbled short of his 


dreams—not through her own fault, but because of 
the colossal vitality of his illusion. It had gone be- 
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yond her, beyond everything. He had thrown himself 
into it with a creative passion, adding to it all the 
time, decking it out with every bright feather that 
drifted his way. No amount of fire or freshness can 
challenge what a man will store up in his ghostly 
heart. 


Another party 

Nick reflects on Gatsby’s “notoriety,” and to 
clear up misconceptions he provides a brief biog- 
raphy of “James Gatz” who, at seventeen, invented 
and transformed himself into Jay Gatsby. Nick is 
over at his neighbour’s one afternoon as Tom 
Buchanan drops by with another couple. The three 
are rude guests, and leave before Gatsby can join 
them, as he had planned to. The following Satur- 
day, Tom escorts Daisy there, dismissing the ex- 
travagance as a “menagerie.” Gatsby and Daisy 
dance, then sit on Nick’s porch together as Nick 
keeps a lookout for Tom. Afterwards, Gatsby says 
that Daisy doesn’t understand. Gatsby obviously 
expects to repeat the past: when Daisy renounces 
Tom, she and Gatsby can begin where they left off 
five years before. 


Confrontation 
Nick is invited to the Buchanans’ with Gatsby 

and Jordan on a sweltering day at the end of the 
summer, during which Daisy has spent much time 
with Gatsby. Daisy’s daughter Pammy says hello, 
then the group casts about for something to do. 
Daisy suggests the city. When an innocent comment 
betrays her feelings for Gatsby in front of Tom, the 
tension worsens. Daisy gets into Tom’s car with 
Gatsby, and Jordan and Nick ride with Tom. Tom 
stops at Wilson’s garage, and is dismayed to hear 
that Wilson plans to get away with Myrtle. Nick 
sees Myrtle intent at the window, plainly thinking 
that Jordan is Daisy. They take a suite at the Plaza 
Hotel for mint juleps. Finally, Gatsby tells Tom that 
Daisy doesn’t love her husband and they confront 
one another, as Daisy falters. 

“Oh, you want too much!” she cried to Gatsby. “I 

love you now—isn’t that enough? I can’t help what’s 


past.” She began to sob helplessly. “I did love him 
once—but I loved you too.” 


Gatsby’s eyes opened and closed. 


“You loved me too?” he repeated. 


Aftermath 

The two men drive their own cars away, and 
Gatsby and Daisy go on ahead while Nick remem- 
bers that it is his thirtieth birthday. The story 
abruptly mentions a “witness” at the “inquest.” 
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Wilson, acting suspiciously, revealed to the coffee- 
store proprietor Michaelis that he had locked his 
wife up. Later, Myrtle runs in front of a car from 
the city, and is killed. Nick resumes his perspec- 
tive as Tom’s car pulls up to the commotion at the 
garage. It becomes clear that the “death car” was 
Gatsby’s. Arriving back at the Buchanans’, Nick 
finds Gatsby keeping a watch for Daisy, worried 
about Tom. Nick gathers that Daisy was driving the 
car that Myrtle ran in front of because she proba- 
bly believed that Tom was in it. 


Nick warns Gatsby his car will be traced, but 
he will not leave Daisy, his “grail.” Nick describes 
Gatsby’s version of their courtship and Daisy’s 
marriage. Gatsby plans to swim, and Nick leaves 
with a compliment of friendship and thanks for hos- 
pitality. Nick then pieces together the times and 
events that lead Wilson to find Gatsby in the pool, 
and shoot him and then himself. 


Conclusion 

Nick arranges the funeral at which only one 
former guest, Owl Eyes, appears, and meets with 
Gatsby’s pathetically proud father. Nick reflects 
that the East is haunted for him, and he decides to 
go home. Nick has chance meetings with both Jor- 
dan and Tom, and is already distant from them. He 
looks at Gatsby’s house before leaving, imagining 
past wonder at the sight of this new world, relat- 
ing this with Gatsby’s own belief and wonder. 


Characters 


Jordan Baker 

Jordan Baker is an attractive, impulsive, child- 
hood friend of Daisy Buchanan. She is the first per- 
son to bring up the subject of Gatsby to Nick Car- 
raway. She also relates the sad story of his 
relationship with Daisy and Daisy’s doomed mar- 
riage to the philandering Tom Buchanan. While in- 
trigued by her good looks, Nick recalls that he saw 
her picture in photos of the sporting life at 
Asheville, Hot Springs, and Palm Beach in con- 
nection with a “critical, unpleasant story.” The 
reader later discovers this concerns a time she 
cheated in a major golf tournament. Her insincer- 
ity with Nick in their love affair is another exam- 
ple of her detached personality. When she first 
appears in the novel, she is lounging on a sofa with 
Daisy “as cool as their white dresses and their im- 
personal eyes in the absence of all desire,” like two 
princesses in an unreal world. Both women use and 
dispose of people, as Gatsby and Nick experience 


firsthand. In Fitzgerald’s long line of sensual, mod- 
em flapper characters, Jordan is one of the most 
well-known. There is an amoral aura about her, and 
her world revolves around herself and false mate- 
rial values. Jordan is distinguished from Daisy in 
her hard, unsentimental view of romance. 


Daisy Buchanan 

Daisy Buchanan is one of the true “Golden 
Girls” of Fitzgerald’s stories, the wealthy, hard-to- 
get debutante. In this book, she is the love interest 
of Jay Gatsby, who builds his mansion for her, and 
views her East Egg home from the point of its green 
light. She is the cousin of Nick Carraway, and was 
brought up in Louisville society. She was the young 
love of Gatsby when he was a soldier. He does not 
see her after he is called to battle overseas. During 
the interim, she meets Tom Buchanan and marries 
him. At first happy in this marriage, she later dis- 
covers that Tom is having affairs. She withdraws 
into a dream world, yet never loses interest in the 
illusion of her love with Gatsby. Daisy flirts with 
him and entertaining his obsessive interest until she 
commits murder and he takes the rap. Then, she 
hides behind the protection of her husband, a cruel 
brute, who uses and abuses people. Moreover, 
Daisy’s voice is the voice of money, as Nick dis- 
covers. Her whole careless world revolves around 
this illusion: that money makes everything beauti- 
ful, even if it is not. The danger is, like Gatsby, she 
carries the “well-forgotten dreams from age to 
age.” Her spiritual lightness parallels her material 
wealth, and she hides behind Tom when Gatsby is 
in danger. 


Tom Buchanan 

Tom Buchanan is the villain of this novel and 
has Nazi-like theories of race. Nick knew him from 
Yale and describes him as “one of the most pow- 
erful ends that ever played football” there. From an 
“enormously wealthy” family, he brings a string of 
polo ponies from Lake Forest, Illinois, to the East. 
He and Daisy spend a year in France and “drifted 
here and there unrestfully wherever people played 
polo and were rich together,” before ending up in 
East Egg. After college, Tom changes and becomes, 
the writer notes, a blond thirty-year-old with a 
“rather hard mouth and a supercilious manner.” He 
tells Nick that, based on a book Tom has read and 
obviously reveres, “The Rise of the Colored Em- 
pires,” civilization is “going to pieces” and that the 
white race will be “submerged.” Nick observes that 
Tom and Daisy belonged to a “secret society” that 
ruined, through their insensitivity and carelessness, 
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From the film The Great Gatsby, starring Robert Redford and Mia Farrow, Paramount, 1974. 


other peoples’ lives. Tom is demeaning to George 
Wilson, his mistress’s husband, who owns a garage 
in the wasteland between New York and East Egg. 
He also mistreats Myrtle herself, whom he violently 
hits in front of her sister and Nick when she men- 
tions Daisy’s name. The overall impression the 
reader has of this character is his physical power 
and brute strength. He is a fairly one-dimensional 
figure in this sense. Tom is indirectly responsible 
for Gatsby’s death because he uses Wilson’s hatred 
and jealousy against Gatsby in making Wilson be- 
lieve that Myrtle was Gatsby’s mistress. 


Nick Carraway 

The character of Nick Carraway functions 
prominently in this novel. He is a transplanted Mid- 
westerner who buys a house in West Egg and sells 
bonds on Wall Street in New York City. Young 
and attractive, Nick becomes friends with Jordan 
Baker at a dinner party, where he is reunited with 
his cousin, Daisy. Nick, who claims to be the only 
honest person he knows, succumbs to the lavish 
recklessness of his neighbors and the knowledge of 
the secret moral entanglements that comprise their 
essentially hollow lives. While he is physically at- 
tracted to Jordan, he recognizes her basic dishon- 
esty and inability to commit to a relationship. He 
muses on the loss of his innocence and youth when 
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he is with her on his thirtieth birthday and sees him- 
self driving on a road “toward death through the 
cooling twilight.” Lacking the romantic vision of 
Gatsby, Nick sees life now as it is. Nick deduces 
that Gatsby is both a racketeer and an incurable ro- 
mantic, whose ill-gotten wealth has been acquired 
solely to gain prominence in the sophisticated, 
moneyed world of Daisy’s circle. 


Nick is the moral center of the book. From his 
perspective, we see the characters misbehave or be- 
have admirably. In keeping with Nick’s code of 
conduct, inherited from his father, we learn from 
the very beginning of the novel that he is “inclined 
to reserve all judgments” about people because 
whenever he feels compelled to criticize someone 
he remembers “that all the people in this world 
haven’t had the advantages that you’ve had.” His 
father also told him, prophetically, that “a sense of 
the fundamental decencies is parcelled out un- 
equally at birth.” At the novel’s end, most readers 
find that Nick is more akin to Gatsby than to any 
other character in the book. Insofar as Gatsby rep- 
resents the simplicity of heart Fitzgerald associated 
with the Midwest, he is really a great man. His ig- 
norance of his real greatness and misunderstanding 
of his notoriety endear him to Nick, who tells him 
he is better than the “whole rotten bunch put to- 
gether.” 
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Media 
Adaptations | 


° The Great Gatsby was first adapted as a film by 
Richard Maibaum as producer and Flliott Nu- 
gent as director. It stars Alan Ladd, Betty Field, 
Macdonald Carey, Barry Sullivan, and Shelley 
Winters, Paramount, 1949. 


e The second film was produced by David Mer- 
rick, directed by Jack Clayton, and written for 
the screen by Francis Ford Coppola. The cast 
features Robert Redford, Mia Farrow, Bruce 
Dern, Sam Waterston, and Karen Black, Para- 
mount, 1974; available from Paramount Home 
Video. 
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¢ The novel has been recorded twice, once by The 
Audio Partners, Listening Library. Three sound 
cassettes, unabridged, read by Alexander 
Scourby, 1985. 


e The other sound recording is by Recorded 
books, Audiobooks. Three sound cassettes, 
unabridged, read by Frank Muller, 1984. 


Ewing 
See Mr. Klipspringer 


Jay Gatsby 

One of the most fascinating figures in Ameri- 
can literary history, Jay Gatsby is a self-created per- 
sonage, the embodiment of the American Dream. 
As Nick discovers, Gatsby’s parents were poor 
farmers, whom he had never accepted as his par- 
ents. “The truth was that Gatsby of West Egg, Long 
Island, sprang from his Platonic conception of him- 
self.” He developed out of an idealization of the 
American Dream, and the Golden Girl who per- 
sonified that. One day, while attending a small 
Lutheran college in southern Minnesota and feeling 
dismayed by having to work as a janitor to put him- 
self through school, Gatsby spots the moored yacht 
of Dan Cody. In an action that changes the young 
boy’s life, Cody welcomes him aboard his yacht and 
introduces him to fine living. Gatsby becomes the 
protege of the wealthy goldminer and lives with him 
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until Cody dies. With some wealth of his own and 
dreams of more, he goes into the army. 


His fate is truly sealed when he meets the most 
popular girl in the Alabama town near his army 
post. She becomes the embodiment of the Ameri- 
can Dream for him instantly, and from that mo- 
ment they fall in love and he is determined to have 
the girl named Daisy. He becomes impressed with 
her beautiful home and many boyfriends. Perhaps 
attracted to her material value, she becomes his 
sole reason for being. When he considers his pen- 
niless state, he vows never to lose her in that way 
again, for while he is called to fight and is away 
at war, she marries a wealthy Midwesterner named 
Tom Buchanan. Gatsby commits himself to “the 
following of a grail” in his pursuit of her and what 
she represents. This obsession is characteristic of 
a dreamer like Gatsby, who loses a sense of real- 
ity but rather believes in “a promise that the rock 
of the world was founded securely on a fairy’s 
wing.” 

Jay Gatsby successfully completes his military 
obligation and attends Oxford afterwards. He then 
returns to America and becomes involved in a drug 
ring. In his criminal affairs, he quickly gains 
wealth. The next time he sees Daisy, however, she 
is married to Tom Buchanan and lives on Long Is- 
land. To be close to her, Gatsby buys a mansion 
across the bay and gives extravagant parties in the 
hopes that Daisy will come to one. He discovers 
that Nick is a distant cousin of Daisy and gets Nick 
to take him to see her. 

Gatsby’s parties are vulgar, in spite of his po- 
lite manners, and he lacks a sense of security de- 
spite the outward manifestation of his ego. Never- 
theless, his loyalty to his dream and idealism mark 
him as one of the tragic heroes in American liter- 
ature. 


Mr. Klipspringer 

Mr. Klipspringer is a hanger-on, who lives off 
Gatsby by boarding at his mansion. He does liver 
exercises on the floor when Nick tours with Daisy 
and Gatsby. A “dishevelled man in pajamas,” he 
gives nothing back to Gatsby. Gatsby compliments 
Klipspringer, or Ewing, as he calls him, for his pi- 
ano playing of popular songs. One of these features 
the lines: “One thing’s sure and nothing’s surer/The 
rich get richer and the poor get children/Ain’t we 
got fun?” As most of the characters’ names in 
Fitzgerald’s stories, Klipspringer resonates as the 
name of someone who jumps around and “clips” 
or robs people of something. 
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Michaelis 

A coffee-store owner who lives next to the 
Wilsons. He is the chief witness at the inquest about 
Myrtle’s death. 


Owl Eyes 

This minor character illuminates the character 
of Jay Gatsby. He finds that the books in Gatsby’s 
library are real, even though the pages are uncut. 
Like the books, Gatsby is the real thing, but un- 
formed, unlettered, and for all his financial cun- 
ning, ignorant. 


Furthermore, the ocular imagery in the book is 
enhanced by this character’s role since various ac- 
quaintances of the mysterious Gatsby lend their 
truth to his real story. 


George Wilson 

George Wilson feels henpecked by his wife 
Myrtle. A victim of circumstance, he has a poor 
life and can only work to make a living and must 
ask the man who is having an affair with his wife, 
Tom Buchanan, for a car with which to move away. 
Full of anger and frustration about his wife’s dis- 
loyalty, Wilson acts on his impulses and kills some- 
one who is just as much a victim of the Buchanans 
as he. According to Nick, “he was a blonde, spir- 
itless man, anemic, and faintly handsome. When he 
saw us ... hope sprang into his light blue eyes.” He 
is a true product of the wasteland between the sub- 
urban world of wealth and New York City. 


Myrtle Wilson 

Myrtle Wilson is the mistress of Tom 
Buchanan and wife of George Wilson, men repre- 
senting distinctly separate classes on the social 
spectrum. Myrtle clearly aspires to a life of wealth 
with Tom, who humors her with gifts: a puppy, 
clothes, and various personal items. Nick describes 
her as a stout woman in her mid-30s, who carries 
“her surplus flesh sensuously as some women can.” 
She has a vitality and ignores her husband “as if 
he were a ghost” when Tom appears. She is an- 
other one of Tom’s victims since he physically hits 
her in the face at her mention of Daisy’s name, and 
is murdered by a speeding car she thinks belongs 
to Tom, as she rushes out to greet it. 


Meyer Wolfsheim 

Meyer Wolfsheim is one of Jay Gatsby’s un- 
derworld contacts in bootlegging and racketeering. 
Fitzgerald based this character on a real gangster 
who fixed the 1919 World Series, Arnold Roth- 
stein. We see Wolfsheim at the Metropole and in 
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dark settings. One of Wolfsheim’s notable charac- 
teristics is his wearing of cufflinks made of human 
molars. He is so selfish and insecure that he refuses 
to attend Gatsby’s funeral. Nick sees the gangster 
part of Gatsby’s life as one of the ways he made 
his money, but he separates Gatsby’s character 
from true insensitive, subhuman criminals like 
Wolfsheim. Gatsby stands by Daisy when she com- 
mits a crime, but Wolfsheim will not honor his re- 
lationships. 


Themes 


Culture Clash 

By juxtaposing characters from the West and 
East in America in The Great Gatsby, Fitzgerald 
was making some moral observations about the 
people who live there. Those in the Midwest—the 
newly arrived Nick Carraway—were fair, relatively 
innocent, unsophisticated, while those who lived in 
the East for some time—Tom and Daisy 
Buchanan—were unfair, corrupt, and materialistic. 
The Westerners who moved East, furthermore, 
brought the violence of the Old West days to their 
new lives. Fitzgerald romanticizes the Midwest, 
since it is where the idealistic Jay Gatz was born 
and to where the morally enlightened Nick returns. 
It serves metaphorically as a condition of the heart, 
of going home to a moral existence rooted in ba- 
sic, conservative values. Further, the houses of East 
Egg and West Egg represent similar moral differ- 
ences. The East is where Daisy and Tom live, and 
the West is where Gatsby and Nick live. Fitzger- 
ald refers to the West as the green breast of a new 
world, a reflection of a man’s dream, an America 
subsumed in this image. The materialism of the 
East creates the tragedy of destruction, dishonesty, 
and fear. No values exist in such an environment. 


American Dream 

Gatsby represents the American dream of self- 
made wealth and happiness, the spirit of youth and 
resourcefulness, and the ability to make something 
of one’s self despite one’s origins. He achieved 
more than his parents had and felt he was pursuing 
a perfect dream, Daisy, who for him embodied the 
elements of success. Gatsby’s mentor, Dan Cody, 
was the ultimate self-made man who influenced 
Gatsby in his tender, impressionable youth. When 
Gatsby found he could not win Daisy’s love, he 
pursued the American Dream in the guise of Cody. 
Inherent in this dream, however, was the possibil- 
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Topics 
For Further 
Study 


e Read three of Fitzgerald’s short stories dealing 
with the Jazz Age and compare and contrast 
these to The Great Gatsby. Suggested stories 
are: “The Rich Boy,” “The Diamond as Big as 
the Ritz,” and “Absolution.” Investigate the role 
of religion and material well being in Fitzger- 
ald’s fiction, based on his life. 


¢ Itis said that Fitzgerald’s life mirrored the life 
of America during the decades of the 1920s and 
1930s. Chart the decline and growth of Amer- 
ica’s economy during this time and draw paral- 
lels between them and Fitzgerald’s life during 
those particular periods. 


e Much has been written of the American expa- 
triate writers in Paris. Read a book by or about 
these authors, such as A Charmed Circle or The 
Sun Also Rises and define the characteristics of 
these expatriates, their attitudes to events in the 
U.S. and Europe, and their choice of lifestyle. 
Include Fitzgerald’s trips to Paris and the Riv- 
iera in your observations. 


e Conservative v. liberal elements in society cre- 
ate specific legislation designed to protect the 
interests of all citizens. Prohibition was one ex- 
ample of the U.S. goverment’s attempts to ap- 
pease those who opposed the overabundance of 
liquor in the society. What are other examples 
of this in the field of education in the 1920s? 
Demonstrate how the conservative/liberal ele- 
ments operated in other countries at that time. 


° Examine the Dadaist art movement in Europe— 
as demonstrated in the works of Marcel 
Duchamps—and compare its tenets and mani- 
festations to the New York adaptation of this 
popular art form. Note the philosophy behind 
this movement and relate it to the Wasteland 
motif in The Great Gatsby. 


e Relate the tales of Bonnie and Clyde’s shooting 
spree, Al Capone’s underworld activities, and 
other major scandals of the times. Examine why 
gangsterism and crime were romanticized in the 
Twenties, and why they are romanticized today 
as well. 





ity of giving in to temptation and to corrupt get- 
rich-quick schemes like bootlegging and gambling. 
Fitzgerald’s book mirrors the headiness, ambition, 
despair, and disillusionment of America in the 
1920s: its ideals lost behind the trappings of class 
and material success. 

Examples of the American Dream gone awry 
are plentiful in The Great Gatsby: Meyer Wolf- 
sheim’s enterprising ways to make money are crim- 
inal; Jordan Baker’s attempts at sporting fame lead 
her to cheating; and the Buchanans’ thirst for the 
good life victimizes others to the point of murder. 
Only Gatsby, who was relatively unselfish in his 
life, and whose primary flaw was a naive idealism, 
could be construed as fulfilling the author’s vision 
of the American Dream. Throughout the novel are 
many references to his tendency to dream, but in 
fact, his world rests insecurely on a fairy’s wing. 


On the flip side of the American Dream, then, is a 
naivete and a susceptibility to evil and poor-inten- 
tioned people. 


Appearances and Reality 

Since there is no real love between Gatsby and 
Daisy, in The Great Gatsby, there is no real truth 
to Gatsby’s vision. Hand in hand with this idea is 
the appearances and reality theme. Fitzgerald dis- 
plays what critics have termed an ability to see the 
face behind the mask. Thus, behind the expensive 
parties, Gatsby is a lonely man. Though hundreds 
had come to his mansion, hardly anyone came to 
his funeral. Owl Eyes, Mr. Klipspringer, and the 
long list of partygoers simply use Gatsby for their 
pleasures. Gatsby himself is a put-on, with his “Og- 
gsford” accent, fine clothes, and “old boy” routine; 
behind this facade is a man who is involved in rack- 
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eteering. Gatsby’s greatness lies in his capacity for 
illusion. Had he seen Daisy for what she was, he 
could not have loved her with such singleminded 
devotion. He tries to recapture Daisy, and for a time 
it looks as though he will succeed. But he must fail, 
because of his inability to separate the ideal from 
the real. The famous verbal exchange between Nick 
and Gatsby typifies this: concerning his behavior 
with Daisy, Nick tells him he can’t repeat the past. 
“Can’t repeat the past,” Gatsby replies, “Why of 
course you can!” 


Moral Corruption 

The wealthy class is morally corrupt in The 
Great Gatsby, and the objective correlative (a term 
coined by poet and critic T. S. Eliot that refers to 
an object that takes on greater significance and 
comes to symbolize the mood and world of a lit- 
erary work) in this case is the eyes of Dr. Eckle- 
burg, which preside over the valley of ashheaps 
near Wilson’s garage. There are no spiritual values 
in a place where money reigns: the traditional ideas 
of God and Religion are dead here, and the Amer- 
ican dream is direly corrupted. This is no place for 
Nick, who is honest. He is the kind of person who 
says he is one of the few honest people he’s ever 
met, and one who is let down by the world of ex- 
cess and indulgence. His mark of sanity is to leave 
the wasteland environment to return home in the 
West. In a similar manner, T. S. Eliot’s renowned 
poem “The Wasteland” describes the decline of 
Western civilization and its lack of spirituality 
through the objective correlative (defining image) 
of the wasteland. 


Point of View 

The Great Gatsby is told from the point of view 
of Nick Carraway, one of the main characters. The 
technique is similar to that used by British novel- 
ist Joseph Conrad, one of Fitzgerald’s literary in- 
fluences, and shows how Nick feels about the char- 
acters. Superbly chosen by the author, Nick is a 
romantic, moralist, and judge who gives the reader 
retrospective flashbacks that fill us in on the life of 
Gatsby and then flash forward to foreshadow his 
tragedy. Nick must be the kind of person whom 
others trust. Nick undergoes a transformation him- 
self because of his observations about experiences 
surrounding the mysterious figure of Jay Gatsby. 
Through this first-person (“T”) narrative technique, 
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we also gain insight into the author’s perspective. 
Nick is voicing much of Fitzgerald’s own senti- 
ments about life. One is quite simply that “you can 
never judge a book by its cover” and often times a 
person’s worth is difficult to find at first. Out of 
the various impressions we have of these charac- 
ters, we can agree with Nick’s final estimation that 
Gatsby is worth the whole “rotten bunch of them 
put together.” 


Setting 

As in all of Fitzgerald’s stories, the setting is 
a crucial part of The Great Gatsby. West and East 
are two opposing poles of values: one is pure and 
idealistic, and the other is corrupt and materialis- 
tic. The Western states, including the Midwest, rep- 
resent decency and the basic ethical principles of 
honesty, while the East is full of deceit. The dif- 
ference between East and West Egg is a similar 
contrast in cultures. The way the characters line up 
morally correlates with their geographical choice 
of lifestyle. The Buchanans began life in the West 
but gravitated to the East and stayed there. Gatsby 
did as well, though only to follow Daisy and to 
watch her house across the bay. His utter simplic- 
ity and naivete indicates an idealism that has not 
been lost. Nick remains the moral center of the 
book and returns home to the Midwest. To him, the 
land is “not the wheat or the prairies or the lost 
Swede towns, but the thrilling returning trains of 
my youth, and the street lamps and sleigh bells in 
the frosty dark and the shadows of holly wreaths 
thrown by lighted windows on the snow. I am part 
of that.” He finds that he is unadaptable to life in 
the East. The memory of the East haunts him once 
he returns home. Another setting of importance is 
the wasteland of ash heaps, between New York 
City and Long Island, where the mechanization of 
modern life destroys all the past values. Nick’s 
view of the modern world is that God is dead, and 
man makes a valley of ashes; he corrupts ecology, 
corrupts the American Dream and desecrates it. The 
only Godlike image in this deathlike existence are 
the eyes of Dr. J. L. Eckleburg on a billboard ad- 
vertising glasses. 


Satire 

Fitzgerald wrote The Great Gatsby in the form 
of a satire, a criticism of society’s foibles through 
humor. The elements of satire in the book include 
the depiction of the nouveau riche (“newly rich’), 
the sense of vulgarity of the people, the parties in- 
tended to draw Daisy over, the grotesque quality 
of the name “Great” Gatsby in the title. Satire orig- 
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inated in the Roman times, and similarly criticized 
the rich thugs with no values, tapped into cultural 
pessimism, and gave readers a glimpse into chaos. 
The Great Gatsby is the tale of the irresponsible 
rich. Originally, the title of the book was “Trimal- 
chio,” based on an ancient satire of a man called 
Trimalchio who dresses up to be rich. 


Light/Dark Imagery 

In The Great Gatsby, the author uses light im- 
agery to point out idealism and illusion. The green 
light that shines off Daisy’s dock is one example. 
Gatsby sees it as his dream, away from his humble 
beginnings, towards a successful future with the 
girl of his desire. Daisy and Jordan are in an aura 
of whiteness like angels—which they are not, of 
course, yet everything in Gatsby’s vision that is as- 
sociated with Daisy is bright. Her chatter with Jor- 
dan is described as “cool as their white dresses and 
their impersonal eyes” by Nick. The lamp light in 
the house is “bright on [Tom’s] boots and dull on 
the autumn-leaf yellow of her hair.” Gatsby com- 
ments to Daisy and Nick how the light catches the 
front of his house and makes it look splendid, and 
Nick notes how Daisy’s brass buttons on her dress 
“gleamed in the sunlight.” Between the frequent 
mention of moonlight, twilight, and the women’s 
white gowns, Fitzgerald alludes to the dreamlike 
qualities of Gatsby’s world, and indirectly, to 
Nick’s romantic vision. On the other hand, Meyer 
Wolfsheim, the gambler, is seen in a restaurant hid- 
den in a dark cellar when Gatsby first introduces 
him to Nick. “Blinking away the brightness of the 
street, my eyes picked him out obscurely in the an- 
teroom,” says Nick. 


Historical Context 





The Jazz Age and the Roaring Twenties 
The Jazz Age began soon after World War I 
and ended with the 1929 stock market crash. Vic- 
torious, America experienced an economic boom 
and expansion. Politically, the country made major 
advances in the area of women’s independence. 
During the war, women had enjoyed economic in- 
dependence by taking over jobs for the men who 
fought overseas. After the war, they pursued fi- 
nancial independence and a freer lifestyle. This was 
the time of the “flappers,” young women who 
dressed up in jewelry and feather boas, wore 
bobbed hairdos, and danced the Charleston. Zelda 
Fitzgerald and her cronies, including Sara Murphy, 
exemplified the ultimate flapper look. In The Great 


Gatsby, Jordan Baker is an athletic, independent 
woman, who maintains a hardened, amoral view of 
life. Her character represents the new breed of 
woman in America with a sense of power during 
this time. 


As a reaction against the fads and liberalism 
that emerged in the big cities after the war, the U.S. 
Government and conservative elements in the 
country advocated and imposed legislation re- 
stricting the manufacture and distribution of liquor. 
Its organizers, the Women’s Christian Temperance 
Movement, National Prohibition Party, and others, 
viewed alcohol as a dangerous drug that disrupted 
lives and families. They felt it the duty of the gov- 
ernment to relieve the temptation of alcohol by ban- 
ning it altogether. In January, 1919, the U.S. Con- 
gress ratified the 18th Amendment to the 
Constitution that outlawed the “manufacture, sale, 
or transportation of intoxicating liquors” on a na- 
tional level. Nine months later, the Volstead Act 
passed, proving the enforcement means for such 
measures. Prohibition, however, had little effect on 
the hedonism of the liquor-loving public, and 
speakeasies, a type of illegal bar, cropped up every- 
where. One Fitzgerald critic, Andre Le Vot, wrote: 
“The bootlegger entered American folklore with as 
much public complicity as the outlaws of the Old 
West had enjoyed.” 


New York City and the Urban 
Corruption 

Prohibition fostered a large underworld indus- 
try in many big cities, including Chicago and New 
York. For years, New York was under the control 
of the Irish politicians of Tammany Hall, which as- 
sured that corruption persisted. Bootlegging, pros- 
titution, and gambling thrived, while police took 
money from shady operators engaged in these ac- 
tivities and overlooked the illegalities. A key player 
in the era of Tammany Hall was Arnold Rothstein 
(Meyer Wolfsheim in the novel). Through his cam- 
paign contributions to the politicians, he was enti- 
tled to a monopoly of prostitution and gambling in 
New York until he was murdered in 1928. 


A close friend of Rothstein, Herman “Rosy” 
Rosenthal, is alluded to in Fitzgerald’s book when 
Gatsby and Nick meet for lunch. Wolfsheim says 
that “The old Metropole.... I can’t forget so long 
as I live the night they shot Rosy Rosenthal there.” 
This mobster also made campaign contributions, or 
paid off, his political boss. When the head of po- 
lice, Charles Becker, tried to receive some of 
Rosenthal’s payouts, Rosenthal complained to a re- 
porter. This act exposed the entire corruption of 
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Compare 
& 
Contrast 


e 1920s: The Ku Klux Klan stages a parade in 

Washington D.C. with 40,000 marchers in white 
hoods. 
Today: The neo-Nazi and white “skinhead” 
supremist movements have taken hold in parts 
of the U.S. A bombing suspect in the Oklahoma 
City federal building explosion, which killed 
over 160 people, expresses his anger at the FBI’s 
mishandling of a standoff with a separatist group 
at Waco, Texas, in which the compound burned 
and many people were killed. 

e 1920s: Prohibition is passed, prohibiting the 
manufacture and sale of liquor. Al Capone takes 
over as boss of Chicago bootlegging from rack- 
eteer Johnny Torrio, who retires after sustaining 
gunshot wounds. 

Today: The use and abuse of alcohol grows in 
the U.S., as does participation in the twelve-step 
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program called Alcoholics Anonymous, drug re- 
habilitation centers, and other support mecha- 
nisms designed to stem the fallout from drug 
abuse. Though still powerful in the drug and 
prostitution business, several Mafia dons, in- 
cluding John Gotti, are imprisoned for life. 


* 1920s: Political machines like New York’s 
Tammany Hall openly and directly influence the 
outcome of elections by paying lawmakers and 
police to make or enforce policies in their favor. 


Today: While direct bribery of politicians and 
police is neither open nor widespread, there are 
still political scandals regarding funding of po- 
litical campaigns. Members of both Democratic 
and Republican parties have been accused of 
taking illegal contributions, and campaign fi- 
nance reform is a hot political issue. 


Tammany Hall and the New York police force. 
Two days later, Becker’s men murdered Rosenthal 
on the steps of the Metropole. Becker and four of 
his men went to the electric chair for their part in 
the crime. 


The Black Sox Fix of 1919 

The 1919 World Series was the focus of a scan- 
dal that sent shock waves around the sports world. 
The Chicago White Sox were heavily favored to 
win the World Series against the Cincinnati Reds. 
Due to low game attendance during World War I, 
players’ salaries were cut back. In defiance, the 
White Sox threatened to strike against their owner, 
Charles Comiskey, who had refused to pay them a 
higher salary. The team’s first baseman, Arnold 
“Chick” Gandil, approached a bookmaker and 
gambler, Joseph Sullivan, with an offer to inten- 
tionally lose the series. Eight players, including left 
fielder Shoeless Joe Jackson, participated in the 
scam. With the help of Arnold Rothstein, Sullivan 
raised the money to pay the players, and began 
placing bets that the White Sox would lose. The 
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Sox proceeded to suffer one of the greatest sports 
upsets in history, and lost three games to five. 
When the scandal was exposed, due to a number 
of civil cases involving financial losses on the part 
of those who betted for the Sox, the eight players 
were banned from baseball for life and branded the 
“Black Sox.” In the novel, Gatsby tells Nick that 
Wolfsheim was “the man who fixed the World Se- 
ries back in 1919.” Shocked, Nick thinks to him- 
self, “It never occurred to me that one man could 
start to play with the faith of fifty million people— 
with the single-mindedness of a burglar blowing a 
safe.” Gatsby himself is tied to possibly shady deal- 
ings throughout the course of the book. He takes 
mysterious phone calls and steps aside for private, 
undisclosed conversations. It was said that “one 
time he killed a man who found out that he was 
nephew to von Hindenburg and second cousin to 
the devil.” 


The Cover Artwork 
Fitzgerald’s editor, Maxwell Perkins, commis- 
sioned a full-color, illustrated jacket design from 





A speakeasy, where people could illegally pur- 
chase alcohol during Prohibition in the 1920s. 


the Spanish artist Francis Cugat. Cugat had worked 
previously on movie poster and sets and was em- 
ployed as a designer in Hollywood. The Art Deco 
piece that he produced for the novel shows the out- 
lined eyes of a woman looking out of a midnight 
blue sky above the carnival lights of Coney Island 
in Manhattan. The piece was completed seven 
months before the novel, and Fitzgerald may have 
used it to inspire his own imagery. He calls Daisy 
the “girl whose disembodied face floated along the 
ark cornices and blinding signs” of New York. 


Critical Overview 


Just before The Great Gatsby was to appear— 
with a publication date of April 10, 1925—the 
Fitzgeralds were in the south of France. Fitzgerald 
was waiting for news from Max Perkins, his pub- 
lisher, and cabled him to request “Any News.” The 
29-year-old author had won critical acclaim for his 
first novel, This Side of Paradise but had faltered 
with the less-than-perfect The Beautiful and the 
Damned. He was earnest about being considered 
one of the top American writers of his time, and 
needed the boost that his third novel might give 
him to achieve that status. 


During his lifetime, Fitzgerald was generally 
praised for The Great Gatsby; it is usually consid- 
ered to be his finest accomplishment and the one 
most analyzed by literary critics. The established 
opinion, according to biographer Arthur Mizener 
in The Far Side of Paradise, is best represented by 
renowned critic Lionel Trilling: “Except once, 
Fitzgerald did not fully realize his powers.... But 
[his] quality was a great one and on one occasion, 
in The Great Gatsby, it was as finely crystallized 
in art as it deserved to be.” Saturday Review critic 
William Rose Benét said that the book “revealed 
matured craftsmanship.” Even harsh critics like 
Emest Hemingway and H. L. Mencken praised the 
writer, as quoted by Mizener. Said the notoriously 
abrasive Mencken in a letter to the author: “I think 
it is incomparably the best piece of work you have 
done.” Nevertheless, he qualified this compliment 
with a complaint that the basic story was “some- 
what trivial, that it reduces itself, in the end, to a 
sort of anecdote.” Ring Lardner liked it “enor- 
mously” but his praise was too thin, for Fitzger- 
ald’s tastes: “The plot held my interest ... and I 
found no tedious moments. Altogether I think it’s 
the best thing you’ve done since Paradise.” Some 
of the initial reviews in newspapers called the book 
unsubstantial, since Fitzgerald dealt with unattrac- 
tive characters in a superficially glittery setting. His 
friend, Edmund Wilson, called it “the best thing 
you have done—the best planned, the best sus- 
tained, the best written.” All reviews, good and bad, 
affected Fitzgerald deeply. 


From an artistic perspective, Fitzgerald’s third 
novel was as close to a triumph as he would ever 
get. Financially, however, the book was a failure 
since he was over $6200 in debt to Scribners, his 
publisher, and sales of the book did not cover this 
by October of 1925. By February, a few more 
books were sold and then sales leveled out. The 
summer of 1925 for Fitzgerald was one of “1000 
parties and no work.” His drinking continued to af- 
fect his work. For the rest of his life, nothing he 
wrote quite measured up to Gatsby. In fact, when 
he walked into a book shop in Los Angeles and re- 
quested one of his books, he discovered they were 
out of print. 


In the early 1950s, Fitzgerald’s works began 
to enjoy a revival; in addition to Gatsby, Tender Is 
the Night, with its psychological bent, appealed to 
readers. Critics found similarities between Fitzger- 
ald and English poet John Keats and novelist 
Joseph Conrad. Joseph N. Ridde!l and James Tut- 
tleton analyzed American-born novelist Henry 
James’s impact on Fitzgerald, since both men wrote 
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about the manners of a particular culture. Gatsby 
was compared to T. S. Eliot’s poem “The Waste 
Land” and to Ernest Hemingway’s novel The Sun 
Also Rises. The mythic elements of the novel have 
been studied by Douglas Taylor, Robert Stallman, 
and briefly by Richard Chase in The American 
Novel and Its Tradition 


Symbolism in Gatsby focuses on Dr. T. J. Eck- 
leburg’s eyes, the Wasteland motif, and the color 
symbolism. Gatsby has ironically been likened to 
Christ, and Nick Carraway, the storyteller, to 
Nicodemus, in a Christian interpretation of the 
novel. Relatively speaking, most of Fitzgerald’s 
short stories have been sorely neglected by critics, 
though a steady stream of critical comment appears 
every year. It has been difficult for critics to detach 
Fitzgerald the writer from Fitzgerald the legend. 
Sociological, historical, and biographical ap- 
proaches to teaching literature have predominated 
in past decades. Now, more attention is being given 
to a close reading of Gatsby for its artistry. 


Criticism 


Casie E. Hermanson 

In the following essay, Hermanson, a doctoral 
candidate at the University of Toronto, examines 
the roles of the major characters in The Great 
Gatsby and how the novel both depicts its own time 
and deals with timeless issues of ambiguity and 
tragedy. 


Published in 1925, The Great Gatsby became 
an immediate classic and propelled its young au- 
thor to a fame he never again equalled. The novel 
captured the spirit of the “Jazz Age,” a post-World 
War I era in upper-class America that Fitzgerald 
himself gave this name to, and the flamboyance of 
the author and his wife Zelda as they moved about 
Europe with other American expatriate writers 
(such as Ernest Hemingway). However, Gatsby ex- 
presses more than the exuberance of the times. It 
depicts the restlessness of what Gertrude Stein (an- 
other expatriate modernist writer) called a “lost 
generation.” Recalling T. S. Eliot’s landmark poem 
“The Wasteland” (1922), then, Gatsby also has its 
own “valley of ashes” or wasteland where men 
move about obscurely in the dust, and this imagery 
of decay, death, and corruption pervades the novel 
and “infects” the story and its hero too. Because 
the novel is not just about one man, James Gatz or 
Jay Gatsby, but about aspects of the human condi- 
tion of an era, and themes that transcend time al- 
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together, it is the stuff of myth. Gatsby’s attempts 
to attain an ideal of himself and then to put this 
ideal to the service of another ideal, romantic love, 
are attempts to rise above corruption in all its forms. 
It is this quality in him that Nick Carraway, the 
novel’s narrator, attempts to portray, and in so do- 
ing the novel, like its hero, attains a form of en- 
during greatness. 


The novel is narrated in retrospect; Nick is 
writing the account two years after the events of 
the summer he describes, and this introduces a crit- 
ical distance and perspective which is conveyed 
through occasional comments about the story he is 
telling and how it must appear to a reader. The time 
scheme of the novel is further complicated as “the 
history of that summer” of 1922 contains within it 
the story of another summer, five years before this 
one, when Gatsby and Daisy first courted. This is 
the story that Jordan tells Nick. As that earlier sum- 
mer ended with Gatsby’s departure for the war in 
the fall, so the summer of Nick’s experience of the 
East ends with the crisis on the last hot day (the 
day of mint juleps in the hotel and Myrtle Wilson’s 
death) and is followed by Gatsby’s murder by 
George Wilson on the first day of fall. This sea- 
sonal calendar is more than just a parallel, how- 
ever. It is a metaphor for the blooming and blast- 
ing of love and of hope, like the flowers so often 
mentioned. Similarly, the novel’s elaborate use of 
light and dark imagery (light, darkness, sunshine, 
and shadow, and the in-between changes of twi- 
light) symbolizes emotional states as well. 


In-between time (like the popular song Klip- 
springer plays on Gatsby’s piano: Jn the meantime 
/ In between time / Ain’t we got fun? ) is described 
by Nick as the time of profound human change. 
While this can describe Daisy’s change between 
her affair with Gatsby and the couples’ reunion, it 
may also characterize the general sense of rest- 
lessness and profound changes happening in these 
first years after World War One. Daisy (the days- 
eye, or the sun) is dressed in white and is associ- 
ated with light and sunshine throughout the novel, 
and she is very much a seasonal creature. It is im- 
possible, then, for Gatsby to catch this light and fix 
it in one place or one time. Daisy’s constant qual- 
ity is like the light in the novel, she is always chang- 
ing. Gatsby’s own devotion to her has a perma- 
nence that Daisy cannot live up to, yet Gatsby 
seems committed to an idea of Daisy that he has 
created rather than to the real woman she is. Daisy’s 
changeability is not at fault in Gatsby’s failure. Al- 
though she is careless in the way that people like 
Tom are careless in their wealth and treatment of 
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What 
Do I Read 
Next? 


e The Twenties by Edmund Wilson, one of 
Fitzgerald’s friends at Princeton University and 
his entire life, is an interesting introduction to 
the decade and to the many cultural figures in 
America at that time. Another book by Wilson 
that chronicles the Twenties and Thirties is The 
Shores of Light, 1952. Personal impressions, 
sketches, letters, satires, and pieces on the clas- 
sics of American literature are included in this 
book. 


+ Heart of Darkness (1899) by Joseph Conrad, 
was a literary favorite of Fitzgerald, who used 
the Polish author’s narrative technique in The 
Great Gatsby. The short novel is the story of the 
civilized Mr. Kurtz, who travels to the savage 
heart of Africa, only to find his evil soul. 


e Citizen Kane, Orson Welles’s legendary 1941 
film, is about a mogul who acquires tremendous 
financial success but finds that the true source 





of his happiness is a childhood memory of 
“Rosebud.” Once again, the true values of gains 
and losses are examined in this well-known 
classic. 


° Six Tales of the Jazz Age and Other Stories, F. 
Scott Fitzgerald, 1922. This is the author’s sec- 
ond collection of short stories, the most notable 
of which is “The Diamond as Big as the Ritz.” 
The recurrent theme of fantasy and winning the 
top girl and financial success is central to this 
and other stories. 


e Great Expectations (1861) by Charles Dickens 
tells of a grim childhood and an orphan’s en- 
counter with wealth and lost love in England 
during the Victorian era. In its realistic mode, 
one can find a number of differences between 
this story and Fitzgerald’s, yet striking similar- 
ities as well, in regard to dreams and human re- 
lationships. 


other people, Daisy is naturally not able to re- 
nounce time itself in the way Gatsby does in order 
to meet him again in the past. 


Gatsby is gorgeous and creates a sense of won- 
der in Nick for the daring nature of his impossible 
but incorruptible dream. It is the attempt itself and 
the firm belief that he can achieve the impossible 
that makes Gatsby more than the sum of his (some- 
what shabby) reality. As a seventeen-year-old he 
transformed himself from plain James Gatz, to Jay 
Gatsby for whom anything is possible. As he rowed 
out to Dan Cody’s sumptuous yacht off the shore 
of Lake Superior, he was crossing towards oppor- 
tunity, and a Platonic conception of himself (based 
on the Greek philosopher Platos’ theory of perfect 
forms, which interprets everything on earth as a 
better or worse copy of these forms, as well as the 
conception of a new self-identity). Gatsby con- 
forms to an ideal of himself that transforms reality 
into possibility. This audacity and disregard for ties 
binding him to his own past is his apprenticeship 
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for loving Daisy. In defiance of the class difference 
separating them, he aspires high to this girl in a 
golden tower, the “king’s” daughter, whose voice 
is full of money. Gatsby does not seem to realize 
that his idea of Daisy, whom he weds with a kiss 
one summer night has as little bearing on reality as 
Jay Gatsby does. 


Gatsby is a romantic, but he is also made up 
of romantic stories by other people who speculate 
and rumor about his unknown past. Nick takes it 
upon himself to tell the story and thus to tell 
Gatsby’s story as he pieced it together from dif- 
ferent sources, and Nick characterizes himself as 
someone who understands Gatsby better, who 
wants to set the record straight, and who sides with 
Gatsby against the world that made him up and then 
deserted him. It is Nick alone who arranges 
Gatsby’s funeral and meets with his father, and the 
bitterness of the lesson about humanity that Nick 
learns from this experience affects the way he tells 
the story. Certainly, Nick is also romanticizing 
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Gatsby. He contrasts the wondrous hope which 
Gatsby embodied against the corruptness of his 
bootlegging business (Gatsby’s fortune in fact 
came from illegal alcohol sales) and against the 
more corrupt society which preyed on Gatsby. 
Against the background of the times and of upper- 
class society like that represented at his parties, 
Gatsby’s extraordinary gift for hope and his ro- 
mantic readiness stand out as transcendent. 


Nick’s own role in the novel shares much of 
the nature of paradox and ambiguity which char- 
acterizes the whole. The novel is as much about 
Nick as it is about Gatsby and his colossal dream 
of Daisy. Nick is an involved outsider, privileged 
or burdened with the role of witness and recorder 
of events. While he protests often of his unwill- 
ingness to participate in other’s embroilments and 
is frequently irritated or exasperated by them, he 
participates nevertheless. He is implicated in 
Tom’s relationship with Myrtle by virtue of his 
presence with them (and the uncomfortable period 
he spends in the living room of the lovers’ apart- 
ment while they are in the bedroom together im- 
plicates him further as a passive accomplice) 
while he retains his sense of distance through 
moral superiority. Similarly, Nick performs the 
service of go-between (or pander) for Gatsby and 
Daisy; the couple reunite in his house, and he in- 
vites Daisy there for this purpose. At Gatsby’s 
party he acts as lookout, keeping a watchful eye 
for Tom while the couple slip over to sit on Nick’s 
own porch. This ambivalence in his character un- 
dermines his statements about himself as being 
one of the few honest people that he has ever 
known, and has led to many critics considering 
him a kind of smug voyeur. However, Nick’s own 
sense of being both enchanted and repelled by his 
experiences is at the source of the novel’s larger 
depiction of a meretricious society both enchant- 
ing and repelling, and it is this quality which en- 
ables Nick to find Gatsby both the representative 
of everything for which he has an unaffected 
scorn, and at the same time the embodiment of 
gorgeous hope. In this way, a story often marked 
by sordid dealings and dismissed by Nick in one 
breath (writing two years later) as the abortive sor- 
rows and short-winded elations of men can also 
be a holocaust or fully developed tragedy. 


In considering the novel as tragedy, the role of 
fate (or fortune in its other sense) figures large. The 
novel is conspicuous in its lack of a religious be- 
lief system; God is absent from the skies over East 
and West Egg. Part of the restlessness of a postwar 
generation may describe the quest for a belief that 
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can fill the void created by this loss, or the results 
of a hedonistic lifestyle that will distract people 
from it altogether. Nick clings to his declared pref- 
erence for honesty and being a careful driver in a 
world of metaphorically careless drivers. Daisy is 
one who lives for the moment, and for whom 
glimpses of tomorrow and the day after that and 
the day after that are terrifying lapses of a willful 
blindness to such matters (and blindness is one of 
the novel’s themes). Gatsby has his own willful 
blindness in the form of his enduring ideals and the 
dreams these ideals have created. In classical 
mythology, which the novel draws on heavily, the 
goddess Fortune is also blind in that she favors no 
one (she is often figured with one eye open and one 
eye closed, winking like Daisy herself) as she turns 
her wheel about, thereby deciding the fates of hu- 
man beings. One question of the novel, then, is who 
(or what) is at the wheel? The blind eyes that watch 
over the world of the novel are those of Dr. T. J. 
Eckleburg on an old billboard in the valley of ashes. 
After Myrtle’s death, her husband George is look- 
ing at these when he says God sees everything. 
Nothing seems able to intervene in Gatsby’s own 
inexorable fate, as Wilson tracks him down to mur- 
der him in the mistaken belief that Gatsby was dri- 
ving the death car that killed Myrtle. This sense of 
predetermined destiny contributes to the novel as 
tragedy. 


For all characters, the relationship between the 
past and the future is at issue, as well as personal 
responsibility for the choices they make in navi- 
gating the present between these. Nick appears to 
believe that being careful will keep him out of 
harm, but he is more of a careless driver than he 
realizes, as Jordan comments to him after Gatsby’s 
death and after their affair is over. Gatsby himself 
recalls another careless driver. In Greek mythology 
Phaeton tried to harness his chariot to the sun and 
suffered for his presumption. Similarly, Gatsby 
tries with his yellow car (and all that it symbolizes) 
to catch Daisy, and fails just as surely. The many 
echoes of classical mythology recall to the novel a 
much more distant past (and a mythical kind of nar- 
rative) in order to make sense of the New World 
of America. The novel ends by uniting Gatsby’s 
dream born from his past with the American dream 
from another past, a dream that is as incorruptible 
and unreal, indicating the way in which the future 
of this story may be found in the past: So we beat 
on, boats against the current, borne back cease- 
lessly into the past. 


Source: Casie E. Hermanson, in an essay for Novels for Stu- 
dents, Gale, 1997. 
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Charles Thomas Samuels 

In the following excerpt, Samuels describes 
Fitzgerald’s two great achievements in The Great 
Gatsby: the “triumph of language” and his cre- 
ation of the book’s narrator, Nick Carraway. 


[The Great Gatsby’s] fundamental achieve- 
ment is a triumph of language. 


I do not speak merely of the “flowers,” the fa- 
mous passages: Nick’s description of Gatsby yearn- 
ing toward the green light on Daisy’s dock, 
Gatsby’s remark that the Buchanans’ love is “only 
personal,” the book’s last page. Throughout, The 
Great Gatsby has the precision and splendor of a 
lyric poem, yet well-wrought prose is merely one 
of its triumphs. Fitzgerald’s distinction in this novel 
is to have made language celebrate itself. Among 
other things, The Great Gatsby is about the power 
of art. 


This celebration of literary art is inseparable 
from the novel’s second great achievement—its 
management of point of view, the creation of Nick. 
With his persona, Fitzgerald obtained more than 
objectivity and concentration of effect. Nick de- 
scribes more than the experience which he wit- 
nesses; he describes the act and consequences of 
telling about it. The persona is—as critics have 
been seeing—a character, but he is more than that: 
he is a character engaged in a significant action. 


Nick is writing a book. He is recording 
Gatsby’s experience; in the act of recording 
Gatsby’s experience he discovers himself. 


Though his prose has all along been creating 
for us Gatsby’s “romantic readiness,” almost until 
the very end Nick insists that he deplores Gatsby’s 
“appalling sentimentality.” This is not a reasoned 
judgment. Nick disapproves because he cannot yet 
affirm. He is a Jamesian spectator, a fastidious in- 
telligence ill-suited to profound engagement of life. 
But writing does profoundly engage life. In writ- 
ing about Gatsby, Nick alters his attitude toward 
his subject and ultimately toward his own life. As 
his book nears completion his identification with 
Gatsby grows. His final affirmation is his sympa- 
thetic understanding of Gatsby and the book which 
gives his sympathy form: both are a celebration of 
life; each is a gift of language. This refinement on 
James’s use of the persona might be the cause of 
Eliot’s assertion that The Great Gatsby represented 
the first advance which the American novel had 
made since James. 


In Nick’s opening words we find an uncom- 
pleted personality. There are contradictions and 


perplexities which (when we first read the passage) 
are easily ignored, because of the characteristic 
suavity of his prose. He begins the chronicle, whose 
purpose is an act of judgment and whose title is an 
evaluation, by declaring an inclination “to reserve 
all judgments.” The words are scarcely digested 
when we find him judging: 

The abnormal mind is quick to detect and attach it- 

self to this quality [tolerance] when it appears in a 

normal person, and so it came about that in college 

I was unjustly accused of being a politician, because 

I was privy to the secret griefs of wild, unknown men. 

The tone is unmistakable—a combination of 

moral censure, self-protectiveness, and final saving 
sympathy that marks Nick as an outsider who is 
nonetheless drawn to the life he is afraid to enter. 
So when he tells us a little later in the passage that 
“Reserving judgments is a matter of infinite hope,” 
we know that this and not the noblesse oblige he 
earlier advanced explains his fear of judging. Nick 
cannot help judging, but he fears a world in which 
he is constantly beset by objects worthy of rejec- 
tion. He is “a little afraid of missing something”; 
that is why he hears the promise in Daisy’s voice, 
half-heartedly entertains the idea of loving Jordan 
Baker, and becomes involved with the infinite hope 
of Jay Gatsby—‘“Gatsby, who represented every- 
thing for which [Nick had] an unaffected scorn.” 


When Nick begins the book he feels the same 
ambivalence toward Gatsby that characterizes his 
attitude toward life: a simultaneous enchantment 
and revulsion which places him “within and with- 
out.” When he has finished, he has become united 
with Gatsby, and he judges Gatsby great. Finally 
he has something to admire; contemplating Gatsby 
redeems him from the “foul dust [Which had] tem- 
porarily closed out [his] interest in the abortive sor- 
rows and short-winded elations of men.” 


The economy with which Fitzgerald presents 
those sorrows and short-winded elations is another 
of the book’s major achievements. In The Great 
Gatsby Fitzgerald contrived to develop a story by 
means of symbols while at the same time invest- 
ing those symbols with vivid actuality. Everything 
in the book is symbolic, from Gatsby’s ersatz man- 
sion to the wild and aimless parties which he gives 
there, yet everything seems so “true to life” that 
some critics continue to see that novel primarily as 
a recreation of the 20’s. The Great Gatsby is about 
the 20’s only in the sense that Moby Dick is about 
whaling or that The Scarlet Letter is about Puritan 
Boston. Comparing the liveliness of Fitzgerald’s 
book with Melville’s or, better still, with 
Hawthorne’s (which resembles its tight dramatic 
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structure and concentration), you have a good in- 
dication of the peculiar distinction in Fitzgerald’s 
work. 


Of the novel’s symbols, only the setting exists 
without regard to verisimilitude, purely to project 
meaning. The Great Gatsby has four locales: East 
Egg, home of the rich Buchanans and their ultra- 
traditional Georgian Colonial mansion; West Egg 
where the once-rich and the parvenus live and 
where Gatsby apes the splendor of the Old World; 
the wasteland of the average man; and New York, 
where Nick labors, ironically, at the “Probity 
Trust.” East and West Egg are “crushed flat at the 
contact end”; they represent the collision of dream 
and dreamer which is dramatized when Gatsby tries 
to establish his “universe of ineffable gaudiness” 
through the crass materials of the real world. The 
wasteland is a valley of ashes in which George Wil- 
son dispenses gasoline to the irresponsible drivers 
from East and West Egg, eventually yielding his 
wife to their casual lust and cowardly violence. 


Fitzgerald’s world represents iconographically 
a sterile, immoral society. Over this world brood 
the blind eyes of Dr. T. J. Eckleburg: the sign for 
an oculist’s business which was never opened, the 
symbol of a blindness which can never be cor- 
rected. Like other objects in the book to which 
value might be attached, the eyes of Dr. Eckleburg 
are a cheat. They are not a sign of God, as Wilson 
thinks, but only an advertisement—like the false 
promise of Daisy’s moneyed voice, or the green 
light on her dock, which is invisible in the mist. 


These monstrous eyes are the novel’s major 
symbol. The book’s chief characters are blind, and 
they behave blindly. Gatsby does not see Daisy’s 
vicious emptiness, and Daisy, deluded, thinks she 
will reward her gold-hatted lover until he tries to 
force from her an affirmation she is too weak to 
make. Tom is blind to his hypocrisy; with “a short 
deft movement” he breaks Myrtle’s nose for dar- 
ing to mention the name of the wife she is help- 
ing him to deceive. Before her death, Myrtle mis- 
takes Jordan for Daisy. Just as she had always 
mistaken Tom for salvation from the ash-heap, she 
blindly rushes for his car in her need to escape her 
lately informed husband, and is struck down. 
Moreover, Daisy is driving the car; and the man 
with her is Gatsby, not Tom. The final act of blind- 
ness is specifically associated with Dr. Eckleburg’s 
eyes. Wilson sees them as a sign of righteous judg- 
ment and righteously proceeds to work God’s 
judgment on earth. He kills Gatsby, but Gatsby is 
the wrong man. In the whole novel, only Nick sees. 
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And his vision comes slowly, in the act of writing 
the book. 


The act of writing the book is, as I have said, 
an act of judgment. Nick wants to know why 
Gatsby “turned out all right in the end,” despite all 
the phoniness and crime which fill his story, and 
why Gatsby was the only one who turned out all 
right. For, in writing about the others, Nick dis- 
covers the near ubiquity of folly and despair. 


The novel’s people are exemplary types of the 
debasement of life which is Fitzgerald’s subject. 
Daisy, Tom, and Jordan lack the inner resources to 
enjoy what their wealth can give them. They show 
the peculiar folly of the American dream. At the 
pinnacle, life palls. Daisy is almost unreal. When 
Nick first sees her she seems to be floating in 
midair. Her famous protestation of grief (“I’m so- 
phisticated. God, I’m sophisticated”) is accompa- 
nied by an “absolute smirk.” Her extravagant love 
for Gatsby is a sham, less real than the unhappy 
but fleshly bond with Tom which finally turns them 
into “conspirators.” Her beauty is a snare. Like 
Tom’s physical prowess, it neither pleases her nor 
insures her pleasure in others. Tom forsakes Daisy 
for Myrtle and both for “stale ideas.” Jordan’s bal- 
ancing act is a trick; like her sporting reputation, a 
precarious lie. They are all rich and beautiful—and 
unhappy. 


Yearning toward them are Myrtle and Gatsby. 
Like Gatsby, Myrtle desires “the youth and mys- 
tery that wealth imprisons and preserves ... gleam- 
ing ... above the hot struggles of the poor.” Unlike 
him, her “panting vitality” is wholly physical, 
merely pathetic; whereas Gatsby’s quest is spiritual 
and tragic. Myrtle is maimed and victimized by 
Daisy’s selfish fear of injury (Daisy could have 
crashed into another car but, at the last minute, 
loses heart and runs Myrtle down); Gatsby’s death 
is but the final stage of disillusionment, and he suf- 
fers voluntarily. 


Gatsby is, of course, one of the major achieve- 
ments I have been noting. Although we see little of 
him and scarcely ever hear him speak, his presence 
is continually with us; and he exists, as characters 
in fiction seldom do, as a life force. He recalls the 
everlasting yea of Carlyle, as well as the meta- 
physical rebellion of Camus. His “heightened sen- 
sitivity to the promise of life” is but one half of his 
energy; the other being a passionate denial of life’s 
limitations. Gatsby’s devotion to Daisy is an im- 
plicit assault on the human condition. His passion 
would defy time and decay to make the glorious 
first moment of wonder, which is past, eternally 
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present. His passion is supra-sexual, even super- 
personal. In his famous remark to Nick about 
Daisy’s love for Tom, he is making two assertions: 
that the “things between Daisy and Tom [which 
Tom insists] he’ll never know” are merely mun- 
dane and that the Daisy which he loves is not the 
Daisy which Tom had carried down from the Punch 
Bowl but the Daisy who “blossomed for him like 
a flower,” incarnating his dream, the moment he 
kissed her. Gatsby’s love for life is finally an in- 
dictment of the life he loves. Life does not reward 
such devotion, nor, for that reason, does it deserve 
it. Gatsby is great for having paid life the compli- 
ment of believing its promise. 


When Hamlet dies amidst the carnage of his 
bloody quest for justice, he takes with him the 
promise that seeming will coincide with being and 
the hope that man can strike a blow for truth and 
save a remnant of the universe. When Ahab dies a 
victim to his own harpoon, he kills the promise that 
man may know his life and the hope that knowl- 
edge will absolve him. When Gatsby dies, more in- 
nocently than they (since, though a “criminal,” he 
lacks utterly their taste for destruction), he kills a 
promise more poignant and perhaps more precious, 
certainly more inclusive than theirs: Gatsby kills 
the promise that desire can ever be gratified. 
Source: Charles Thomas Samuels, “The Greatness of 


‘Gatsby,’” in The Massachusetts Review, Vol. VII, No. 4, 
Autumn, 1966, pp. 783-94. 


David F. Trask 

In the following excerpt, Trask asserts that The 
Great Gatsby is Fitzgerald’s critique of the Amer- 
ican dream and the outmoded values of traditional 
America. 
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Source: David F. Trask, “A Note on Fitzgerald’s The Great 
Gatsby,” in University Review, Vol. XX XIII, No. 3, March, 
1967, pp. 197-202. 
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Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, now his most 
famous work, was first published in 1899 in serial 
form in London’s Blackwood’s Magazine, a popu- 
lar journal of its day. The work was well received 
by a somewhat perplexed Victorian audience. It has 
since been called by many the best short novel writ- 
ten in English. At the time of its writing (1890), 
the Polish-born Conrad had become a naturalized 
British citizen, mastered the English language, 
served for ten years in the British merchant 
marines, achieved the rank of captain, and traveled 
to Asia, Australia, India, and Africa. Heart of Dark- 
ness is based on Conrad’s firsthand experience of 
the Congo region of West Africa. Conrad was ac- 
tually sent up the Congo River to an inner station 
to rescue a company agent—not named Kurtz but 
Georges-Antoine Klein—who died a few days later 
aboard ship. The story is told in the words of Char- 
lie Marlow, a seaman, and filtered through the 
thoughts of an unidentified listening narrator. It is 
on one level about a voyage into the heart of the 
Belgian Congo, and on another about the journey 
into the soul of man. In 1902, Heart of Darkness 
was published in a separate volume along with two 
other stories by Conrad. Many critics consider the 
book a literary bridge between the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries and a forerunner both of mod- 
ern literary techniques and approaches to the theme 
of the ambiguous nature of truth, evil, and moral- 
ity. By presenting the reader with a clearly unreli- 
able narrator whose interpretation of events is of- 
ten open to question, Conrad forces the reader to 
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take an active part in the story’s construction and 
to see and feel its events for him- or herself. 


Author Biography 


Joseph Conrad was born Josef Teodor Konrad 
Walecz Korzeniowski in a Russian-ruled province 
of Poland (now part of the Ukraine) on December 
3, 1857. His father was a poet, a writer, and a po- 
litical activist. His mother was also politically in- 
volved. As a result of his parents’ participation in 
the Polish independence movement, young Conrad 
and his mother and father were forced into exile in 
Northern Russia in 1863. In the next five years, by 
the time Conrad was eleven, both his parents had 
died and the boy had been sent to live with vari- 
ous relatives. Conrad dropped out of school when 
he was sixteen and took up life on the sea, first 
joining the French merchant marines and sailing as 
apprentice and then steward to Martinique and the 
West Indies. At the age of twenty-one, Conrad 
joined a British ship, and served with the British 
merchant marines for ten years. During this time 
he achieved the rank of captain, became a natural- 
ized British citizen, and travelled to Asia, Africa, 
Australia, and India. A trip to the Belgian Congo 
in 1890, during which Conrad sailed the Congo 
River, was crucial to the development of the 1899 
work Heart of Darkness. 


Poor health, from which Conrad had suffered 
all his life, forced his retirement from the British 
merchant marines in 1894. Conrad had begun writ- 
ing while still in the service, basing much of his 
work on his life at sea. His first novel, Almayer’s 
Folly, was published in 1895 and began Conrad’s 
difficult and often financially unrewarding career 
as a writer. Not until 1913, with the publication of 
the novel Chance, did he achieve true critical and 
financial success. Nevertheless, Conrad managed 
to earn his living by his pen, writing all his novels 
in his acquired language, English, and always re- 
turning to the sea and the outskirts of civilization 
for his most enduring themes. 


In addition to Heart of Darkness, Conrad’s 
most notable early works include The Nigger of the 
“Narcissus” (1897), Lord Jim (1900), Youth 
(1902), and Typhoon (1902). The novels which are 
widely regarded as Conrad’s greatest works are 
Nostromo (1904), The Secret Agent (1907), Under 
Western Eyes (1911), and Chance. The novel Vic- 
tory, which appeared in 1915, may be the best 
known of these later works. Conrad collaborated 


on two novels with his friend and fellow novelist 
Ford Madox Ford, The Inheritors (1901) and Ro- 
mance (1903). 


Joseph Conrad married in 1896, had two sons, 
and died of a heart attack in England on August 3, 
1924. He was buried in Canterbury Cathedral, 
where many of England’s greatest writers lie. Al- 
though he often struggled to write in his adopted 
language, Conrad is now considered one of the 
greatest prose stylists in English literature. 


Plot Summary 


Chapter I 

Literally speaking, the action of Heart of Dark- 
ness is simply the act of storytelling aboard a ship 
on the river Thames around the turn of the twenti- 
eth century. An unnamed narrator, along with four 
other men, is aboard the anchored Nellie waiting for 
the tide to turn. They trade sea stories to pass the 
time. One of these men is Charlie Marlow, whose 
story will itself be the primary narrative of Heart of 
Darkness. Before Marlow begins his tale, however, 
the unnamed narrator muses to himself on a history 
of exploration and conquest which also originated 
on the Thames, the waterway connecting London to 
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the sea. The narrator mentions Sir Francis Drake 
and his ship the Golden Hind, which travelled 
around the globe at the end of the sixteenth century, 
as well as Sir John Franklin, whose expedition to 
North America disappeared in the Arctic Ocean in 
the middle of the nineteenth century. 


As the sun is setting on the Nellie, Marlow also 
begins to speak of London’s history and of naval 
expeditions. He, however, imagines an earlier point 
in history: he sketches the story of a hypothetical 
Roman seaman sent north from the Mediterranean 
to the then barely known British Isles. This is Mar- 
low’s prelude to his narration of his own journey 
up the Congo river, and he then begins an account 
of how he himself once secured a job as the cap- 
tain of a river steamer in the Belgian colony in 
Africa. From here on the bulk of the novella is Mar- 
low’s narration of his journey into the Congo. 


Through an aunt in Brussels, Belgium’s capi- 
tal, Marlow manages to get an interview with a trad- 
ing company which operates a system of ivory trad- 
ing posts in the Belgian Congo (formerly Zaire, now 
the Democratic Republic of the Congo). After a very 
brief discussion with a Company official in Brus- 
sels and a very strange physical examination by a 
Company doctor, Marlow is hired to sail a steamer 
between trading posts on the Congo River. He is 
then sent on a French ship down the African coast 
to the mouth of the Congo. 


From the mouth of the Congo Marlow takes a 
short trip upriver on a steamer. This ship leaves him 
at the Company’s Lower Station. Marlow finds the 
Station to be a vision of hell—it is a “wanton smash- 
up” with loads of rusting ancient wreckage every- 
where, a cliff nearby being demolished with dyna- 
mite for no apparent reason, and many starving and 
dying Africans enslaved and laboring under the 
armed guard of the Company’s white employees. 
Marlow meets the Company’s chief accountant, 
who mentions a Mr. Kurtz—manager of the Inner 
Station—for the first time and describes him as a 
“very remarkable person” who sends an enormous 
amount of ivory out of the interior. Marlow must 
wait at the Lower Station for ten days before set- 
ting out two hundred miles overland in a caravan 
to where his steamer is waiting up the river at the 
Central Station. 


After fifteen days the caravan arrives at the Cen- 
tral Station, where Marlow first sees the ship which 
he is to command. It is sunk in the river. Marlow 
meets the manager of the Central Station, with whom 
he discusses the sunken ship. It will, they anticipate, 
take several months to repair. Over the course of the 


next several weeks Marlow notices that the rivets he 
keeps requesting for the repair never arrive from the 
Lower Station, and when he overhears the manager 
speaking with several other Company officials he 
begins to suspect that his requests are being inter- 
cepted; that is, that the manager does not want the 
ship to get repaired for some reason. 


Chapter IT 


Overhearing a conversation between the man- 
ager and his uncle, Marlow learns some informa- 
tion which begins to make some sense of the de- 
lays in his travel. Kurtz, chief of the Inner Station, 
has been in the interior alone for more than a year. 
He has sent no communication other than a steady 
and tremendous flow of ivory down to the Central 
Station. The manager fears that Kurtz is too strong 
competition for him professionally, and is not par- 
ticularly interested in seeing him return. 


Marlow’s steamer, however, finally gets fixed 
and he and his party start heading up river to re- 
trieve Kurtz and whatever ivory is at the Inner Sta- 
tion. On board are Marlow, the manager, several 
employees of the Company, and a crew of ap- 
proximately twenty cannibals. The river is treach- 
erous and the vegetation thick and almost impene- 
trable throughout the journey. At a place nearly 
fifty miles downstream from the Inner Station they 
come across an abandoned hut with a sign telling 
them to approach cautiously. Inside the hut Mar- 
low discovers a tattered copy of a navigation man- 
ual in which undecipherable notes are written in the 
margins. 


Nearing the Station in a heavy fog, the ship is 
attacked from the shore by arrows, and the passen- 
gers—“pilgrims,” Marlow calls them—fire into the 
jungle with their rifles. Marlow ends the attack by 
blowing the steam whistle and scaring off the un- 
seen attackers, but not before his helmsman is killed 
by a spear. Marlow imagines that he will not get to 
meet the mysterious Kurtz, that perhaps he has been 
killed, and suddenly realizes something: 


“I made the strange discovery that I had never imag- 
ined him as doing, you know, but as discoursing. I 
didn’t say to myself, ‘Now I will never see him,’ or, 
‘Now I will never shake him by the hand,’ but, ‘now 
I will never hear him.’ The man presented himself as 
a voice. Not of course that I did not connect him with 
some sort of action. Hadn’t I been told in all the tones 
of jealousy and admiration that he had collected, 
bartered, swindled, or stolen more ivory than all the 
other agents together? That was not the point. The 
point was in his being a gifted creature, and that of 
all his gifts the one that stood out preeminently, that 
carried with it a sense of real presence, was his abil- 
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ity to talk, his words—the gift of expression, the be- 
wildering, the illuminating, the most exalted and the 
most contemptible, the pulsating stream of light, or 
the deceitful flow from the heart of an impenetrable 
darkness.” 


When they finally reach the Inner Station they 
are beckoned by a odd Russian man who is a sort 
of disciple of Kurtz’s. He turns out also to have 
been the owner of the hut and navigation manual 
Marlow found downstream. He speaks feverishly 
to Marlow about Kurtz’s greatness. 


Chapter III 


The Russian explains to Marlow that the 
Africans attacked the ship because they were afraid 
it was coming to take Kurtz away from them. It ap- 
pears that they worship Kurtz, and the Inner Sta- 
tion is a terrifying monument to Kurtz’s power. The 
full extent of Kurtz’s authority at the Inner Station 
is now revealed to Marlow. There are heads of 
“rebels” on stakes surrounding Kurtz’s hut and 
Marlow speaks of Kurtz presiding over “unspeak- 
able” rituals. When Kurtz is carried out to meet the 
ship—by this time he is very frail with iliness—he 
commands the crowd to allow him to be taken 
aboard without incident. As they wait out the night 
on board the steamer the people of the Inner Sta- 
tion build fires and pound drums in vigil. 


Late that night Marlow wakes up to find Kurtz 
gone, so he goes ashore to find him. When he tracks 
him down, Kurtz is crawling through the brush, try- 
ing to return to the Station, to the fires, to “his peo- 
ple,” and to his “immense plans.” Marlow per- 
suades him to return to the ship. When the ship 
leaves the next day with the ailing Kurtz on board 
the crowd gathers at the shore and wails in des- 
perate sadness at his disappearance. Marlow blows 
the steam whistle and disperses the crowd. 


On the return trip to the Central Station Kurtz’s 
health worsens. He half coherently reflects on his 
“soul’s adventure,” as Marlow describes it, and his 
famous final words are: “The horror! The horror!” 
He dies and is buried somewhere downriver on the 
muddy shore. 


When Marlow returns to Belgium he goes to 
see Kurtz’s fiancée, his “Intended.” She speaks with 
him about Kurtz’s greatness, his genius, his ability 
to speak eloquently, and of his great plans for civi- 
lizing Africa. Rather than explain the truth of Kurtz’s 
life in Africa, Marlow decides not to disillusion her. 
He returns some of Kurtz’s things to her—some let- 
ters and a pamphlet he had written—and tells her 
that Kurtz’s last word was her name. Marlow’s story 
ends and the scene returns to the anchored Nellie 


where the unnamed narrator and the other sailors are 
sitting silently as the tide is turning. 


Characters 


The Aunt 

The Aunt uses her influence to help Charlie 
Marlow secure an appointment as skipper of the 
steamboat that will take him up the Congo River. 
Echoing the prevailing sentiments of the Victorian 
day, the Aunt speaks of missions to Africa as “wean- 
ing the ignorant millions from their horrid ways.” 


The Chief Accountant 

The Chief Accountant, sometimes referred to 
as the Clerk, is a white man who has been in the 
Congo for three years. He appears in such an un- 
expectedly elegant outfit when Marlow first en- 
counters him that Marlow thinks he is a vision. 
Both the Chief Accountant’s clothes and his books 
are in excellent order. He keeps up appearances, 
despite the sight of people dying all around him 
and the great demoralization of the land. For this, 
he earns Marlow’s respect. “‘That’s backbone,” says 
Marlow. 


The Clerk 
See The Chief Accountant 


The Company Manager 
See The Manager 


The Doctor 

The Doctor measures Marlow’s head before he 
sets out on his journey. He say he does that for 
everyone who goes “out there,” meaning Africa, 
but that he never sees them when they return. The 
Doctor asks Marlow if there’s any madness in his 
family and warns him above all else to keep calm 
and avoid irritation in the tropics. 


The Fireman 

The Fireman is an African referred to as “an 
improved specimen.” He has three ornamental 
scars on each cheek and teeth filed to points. He is 
very good at firing the boiler, for he believes evil 
spirits reside within and it is his job to keep the 
boiler from getting thirsty. 


The Foreman 
The Foreman is a boilermaker by trade and a 
good worker. He is a bony, yellow-faced, bald wid- 
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ower with a waist-length beard and six children. 
His passion is pigeon flying. By performing a jig 
and getting Marlow to dance it with him, he shows 
that the lonely, brutalizing life of the interior of 
Africa can make people behave in bizarre ways. 


Captain Fresleven 

Fresleven, a Danish captain, was Marlow’s 
predecessor. He had been killed in Africa when he 
got into a quarrel over some black hens with a vil- 
lage chief. He battered the chief over the head with 
a stick and was in turn killed by the chief’s son. 
Fresleven had always been considered a very quiet 
and gentle man. His final actions show how dras- 
tically a two-year stay in Africa can alter a Euro- 
pean’s personality. 


The Helmsman 

A native, the Helmsman is responsible for 
steering Marlow’s boat. Marlow has little respect 
for the man, whom he calls “the most unstable kind 
of fool,” because he swaggers in front of others but 
becomes passive when left alone. He becomes 
frightened when the natives shoot arrows at the boat 
and drops his pole to pick up a rifle and fire back. 
The Helmsman is hit in the side by a spear. His 
blood fills Marlow’s shoes. His eyes gleam brightly 
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as he stares intently at Marlow and then dies with- 
out speaking. 


The Intended 

The Intended is the woman to whom Kurtz is 
engaged and whom he had left behind in Belgium. 
One year after his death, she is still dressed in 
mourning. She is depicted as naive, romantic, and, 
in the opinion of Victorian men of the day, in need 
of protection. She says she knew Kurtz better than 
anyone in the world and that she had his full con- 
fidence. This is an obviously ironic statement, as 
Marlow’s account of Kurtz makes clear. Her chief 
wish is to go on believing that Kurtz died with her 
name on his lips, and in this, Marlow obliges her. 


The Journalist 

The Journalist comes to visit Marlow after Mar- 
low has returned from Africa. He says Kurtz was a 
politician and an extremist. He says Kurtz could 
have led a party, any party. Marlow agrees and gives 
the journalist a portion of Kurtz’s papers to publish. 


Mr. Kurtz 

Kurtz, born of a mother who was half-English 
and a father who was half-French, was educated in 
England. He is an ivory trader who has been alone 
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e Directed by Nicolas Roeg, Heart of Darkness 
was adapted for television and broadcast on 
TNT in 1994. The film features Tim Roth as 
Marlow and John Malkovich as Kurtz, and is 
available on cassette from Turner Home Enter- 
tainment. 


¢ The structure of Heart of Darkness was incor- 
porated into Francis Ford Coppola’s award- 
winning 1979 film Apocalypse Now, starring 
Marlon Brando and Martin Sheen. The insani- 
ties presented in the book as stemming from iso- 
lation in the African jungle are in the film trans- 
posed to the jungles of Vietnam. Available from 
Paramount Home Video. 


° Two sound recordings of Heart of Darkness ex- 
ist. Both are abridged and produced on two cas- 
settes each. One was recorded by HarperCollins 
in 1969, is narrated by Anthony Quayle, and 
runs 91 minutes. The other is a 180-minute 
recording, published by Penguin-High Bridge 
audio in 1994, with narration by David Threlfall. 


in the jungles of Africa for a long time. No one has 
heard from him in nine months. The Company 
Manager says Kurtz is the best ivory trader he has 
ever had, although he suspects him of hoarding vast 
amounts of ivory. Marlow is sent to rescue him, al- 
though he has not asked for help. The word “kurtz” 
means “short” in German, but when Marlow first 
sees the man, seated on a stretcher with his arms 
extended toward the natives and his mouth opened 
wide as if to swallow everything before him, he ap- 
pears to be about seven feet tall. Though gravely 
ill, Kurtz has an amazingly loud and strong voice. 
He commands attention. Kurtz, previously known 
to Marlow by reputation and through his writings 
on “civilizing” the African continent, is revealed 
upon acquaintance to be a dying, deranged, and 
power-mad subjugator of the African natives. Hu- 
man sacrifices have been made to him. Rows of 
impaled human heads line the path to the door of 
his cabin. Kurtz is both childish and fiendish. He 


talks to the very end. His brain is haunted by shad- 
owy images. Love and hate fight for possession of 
his soul. He speaks of the necessity of protecting 
his “intended” and says she is “out of it,” a senti- 
ment Marlow will later echo. Kurtz’s final words, 
uttered as he lies in the dark waiting for death, are: 
“The horror! The horror!” With this utterance, 
Kurtz presumably realizes the depth to which his 
unbridled greed and brutality have brought him. 
That realization is transferred to Marlow, who feels 
bound to Kurtz both through the common heritage 
of their European background and the infinite cor- 
tuptibility of their natures as men. 


Kurtz’s Cousin 

Kurtz’s Cousin is an organist. He tells Marlow 
Kurtz was a great musician. Marlow doesn’t really 
believe him but can’t say exactly what Kurtz’s pro- 
fession was. Marlow and the Cousin agree Kurtz 
was a “universal genius.” 


The Manager 

The Manager, a man of average size and build 
with cold blue eyes, inspires uneasiness in Mar- 
low, but not outright mistrust. He is an enigma. He 
is smart, but cannot keep order. His men obey him 
but do not love or respect him. The Manager has 
been in the heart of Africa for nine years, yet is 
never ill. Marlow considers the Manager’s great- 
ness to lie in that he never gives away the secret 
of what controls him. Marlow speculates that per- 
haps there is nothing inside him, and maybe that 
is why he is never ill. The Manager says Kurtz is 
the best agent he ever had; yet he also says Kurtz’s 
method is unsound and that he has done more harm 
than good to the Company. When Marlow dis- 
covers his ship is in need of repair, the Manager 
tells him the repairs will take three months to com- 
plete. Marlow considers the man “a chattering id- 
iot,” but his three-month estimate turns out to be 
exactly right. 


The Manager’s boy 

The Manager’s “boy,” an African servant, de- 
livers the book’s famous line, “Mistah Kurtz—he 
dead.” 


The Manager’s Uncle 

The Manager’s Uncle, a short, paunchy man 
whose eyes have a look of “sleepy cunning,” is the 
leader of the group of white men who arrive at the 
Central Station wearing new clothes and tan shoes. 
The group calls itself the “Eldorado Exploring Ex- 
pedition,” and uses the station as a base from which 
to travel into the jungle and plunder from its in- 
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habitants. Marlow observes that they steal from the 
land “with no more moral purpose at the back of it 
than there is in burglars breaking into a safe.” The 
Manager’s Uncle and the Manager refer to Kurtz 
as “that man.” 


Charlie Marlow 

Marlow, a seaman and a wanderer who follows 
the sea, relates the tale that makes up the bulk of 
the book. He is an Englishman who speaks pass- 
able French. He sits in the pose of a preaching Bud- 
dha as he tells a group of men aboard the Nellie, a 
cruising yaw] in the River Thames, the story of his 
journey into the interior of the Congo. Marlow had 
previously returned from sailing voyages in Asia 
and after six years in England decided to look for 
another post. He speaks of his boyhood passion for 
maps and of his long fascination with Africa, that 
“place of darkness.” Through the influence of his 
aunt, Marlow is appointed captain of a steamer and 
charged with going up river to find Kurtz, a miss- 
ing ivory trader, and bring him back. Marlow says 
he is acquainted with Kurtz through his writing and 
admires him. His trip upriver is beset with diffi- 
culties. Marlow encounters several acts of madness, 
including a French man-of-war relentlessly shelling 
the bush while there appears to be not a single hu- 
man being or even a shed to fire upon. Later, he 
comes upon a group of Africans who are blasting 
away at the land, presumably in order to build a 
railway, but Marlow sees no reason for it, there be- 
ing nothing in the way to blast. Everywhere about 
him, he sees naked black men dying of disease and 
starvation. 


Revulsion grows within him over the white 
man’s dehumanizing colonization of the Congo. It 
reaches a peak when Marlow finally meets Kurtz 
and sees the depths of degradation to which the man 
has sunk. Nevertheless, Marlow feels an affinity to- 
ward Kurtz. He sees in him both a reflection of his 
own corruptible European soul and a premonition 
of his destiny. Although Kurtz is already dying 
when Marlow meets him, Marlow experiences him 
as a powerful force. When Kurtz says, “I had im- 
mense plans,” Marlow believes the man’s mind is 
still clear but that his soul is mad. Marlow takes 
the dying Kurtz aboard his steamer for the return 
trip down river. He feels a bond has been estab- 
lished between himself and Kurtz and that Kurtz 
has become his “choice of nightmares.” When Mar- 
low hears Kurtz’s last words, “The horror! The hor- 
ror!”, he takes them to be Kurtz’s final judgment 
on his life on earth. Seeing a kind of victory in that 
final summing up, Marlow remains loyal to Kurtz. 


Volume 2 


Heart of Darkness 
One year after Kurtz’s death, Marlow visits Kurtz’s 
fiancée, who has been left behind in Brussels. He 
finds her trusting and capable of immense faith. 
Marlow believes he must protect her from all the 
horrors he witnessed in Africa in order to save her 
soul. When the girl asks to hear Kurtz’s final words, 
Marlow lies and says he died with her name on his 
lips. Marlow then ceases his tale and sits silently 
aboard ship in his meditative pose. 


The Narrator 

The Narrator remains unidentified throughout 
the book. He tells the reader the story Charlie Mar- 
low told to him and three other men (the captain 
or Director of the Companies, the accountant, and 
the lawyer) as they sat aboard the becalmed Nellie 
on London’s River Thames, waiting for the tide to 
turn. The Narrator is an attentive listener who does 
not comment on or try to interpret the tale. He is, 
instead, a vessel through which Marlow’s story is 
transmitted, much as Conrad is a vessel through 
whom the entire book is transmitted. When Mar- 
low finishes speaking, the Narrator looks out at the 
tranquil river and reflects that it “seemed to lead 
into the heart of an immense darkness.” 


The Official 

The Official demands that Marlow turn over 
Kurtz’s papers to him, saying the Company has the 
right to all information about its territories. Mar- 
low gives him the report on “Suppression of Sav- 
age Customs,” minus Kurtz’s final comment rec- 
ommending extermination, and says the rest is 
private. The Official looks at the document and 
says it’s not what they “had a right to expect.” 


The Pilgrim in Pink Pajamas 
See The Pilgrim 


The Pilgrim 

The Pilgrim is a fat white man with sandy hair 
and red whiskers. He wears his pink pajamas 
tucked into his socks. He cannot steer the boat. He 
assumes Kurtz is dead and hopes many Africans, 
whom he and all the other white people refer to as 
“savages,” have been killed to avenge Kurtz’s 
death. Marlow tells the Pilgrim he must learn to 
fire a rifle from the shoulder. The pilgrims fire from 
the hip with their eyes closed. 


The Pilgrims 

The Pilgrims are the European traders who ac- 
company Marlow into the jungle. They fire their 
rifles from the hip into the air and indiscriminately 
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into the bush. They eventually come to look with 
disfavor upon Marlow, who does not share their 
opinions or interests. When they bury Kurtz, Mar- 
low believes the Pilgrims would like to bury him 
as well. 


The Poleman 
See The Helmsman 


The Russian 

The Russian is a twenty-five-year-old fair- 
skinned, beardless man with a boyish face and tiny 
blue eyes. He wears brown clothes with bright blue, 
red, and yellow patches covering them. He looks 
like a harlequin—a clown in patched clothes—to 
Marlow. As he boards Marlow’s boat, he assures 
everyone that the “savages” are “simple people” 
who “meant no harm” before he corrects himself: 
“Not exactly.” The Russian dropped out of school 
to go to sea. He has been alone on the river for two 
years, heading for the interior, and chatters con- 
stantly to make up for the silence he has endured. 
The Towson’s Book on seamanship, which Marlow 
had discovered previously, belongs to the Russian. 
Marlow finds the Russian an insoluble problem. He 
admires and envies him. The Russian is surrounded 
by the “glamour” of youth and appears unscathed 
to Marlow. He wants nothing from the wilderness 
but to continue to exist. The Russian describes Kurtz 
as a great orator. He says one doesn’t talk with him, 
one listens to him. He says Kurtz once talked to him 
all night about everything, including love. “This 
man has enlarged my mind,” he tells Marlow. The 
Russian presents Marlow with a great deal of in- 
formation about Kurtz, chiefly that Kurtz is adored 
by the African tribe that follows him, that he once 
nearly killed the Russian for his small supply of 
ivory, and that it was Kurtz who ordered the attack 
on the steamer to scare them away. 


The Savages 

“Savages” is the blanket term the white traders 
use to refer to all African natives, despite their dif- 
fering origins. The savages range from the work- 
ers dying of starvation and disease at the Outer Sta- 
tion to the cannibals who man Marlow’s boat to the 
tribe who worships Kurtz. For the most part Mar- 
low comes to consider all the natives savages, al- 
though he expresses some admiration for the can- 
nibals, who must be very hungry but have refrained 
from attacking the few white men on the boat be- 
cause of “a piece of paper written over in accor- 
dance with some farcical law or other.” When Mar- 
low first arrives in Africa, he is appalled by the 


whites’ brutal treatment of the natives, and never 
expresses agreement with the pilgrims who eagerly 
anticipate taking revenge on the savages. He also 
seems to be shocked by the addendum to Kurtz’s 
report that says, “Exterminate all the brutes!” Nev- 
ertheless, Marlow never sees beyond the surface of 
any of the natives. He compares watching the 
boat’s fireman work to “seeing a dog in a parody 
of breeches and a feather hat, walking on his hind- 
legs,” and shocks the pilgrims when he dumps the 
body of the helmsman overboard instead of saving 
it for burial. For Marlow, the native “savages” serve 
only as another illustration of the mystery Africa 
holds for Europeans, and it is because of this de- 
humanization that several critics consider Heart of 
Darkness a racist work. 


The Swedish Captain 

The Swedish Captain is the captain of the ship 
that takes Marlow toward the mouth of the Congo. 
He tells Marlow that another Swede has just 
hanged himself by the side of the road. When Mar- 
low asks why, the Swedish Captain replies, “Who 
knows? The sun too much for him, or the country 
perhaps.” 


The Woman 


The Woman is the proud, “wild-eyed and 
magnificent” African woman with whom Kurtz 
has been living while in the interior. She is the 
queen of a native tribe. When she sees Marlow’s 
steamer about to pull away and realizes she will 
never see Kurtz again, she stands by the river’s 
edge with her hands raised high to the sky. She 
alone among the natives does not flinch at the 
sound of the ship’s whistle. Marlow considers her 
a tragic figure. 


The Young Agent 

The Young Agent has been stationed at the 
Central Station for one year. He affects an aristo- 
cratic manner and is considered the Manager’s spy 
by the other agents at the station. His job is to make 
bricks, but Marlow sees no bricks anywhere about 
the station. The Young Agent presses Marlow for 
information about Europe, then believes his an- 
swers are lies and grows bored. The Young Agent 
tells Marlow Kurtz is Chief of the Inner Station. 
He refers to Kurtz as “a prodigy ... an emissary of 
pity and of science and progress.” The Young 
Agent establishes a connection between Kurtz and 
Marlow by saying that the same group of people 
who sent Kurtz into Africa also recommended Mar- 
low to come and get him out. 
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Themes 


Alienation and Loneliness 

Throughout Heart of Darkness, which tells of 
a journey into the heart of the Belgian Congo and 
out again, the themes of alienation, loneliness, si- 
lence and solitude predominate. The book begins 
and ends in silence, with men first waiting for a tale 
to begin and then left to their own thoughts after it 
has concluded. The question of what the alienation 
and loneliness of extended periods of time in a re- 
mote and hostile environment can do to men’s 
minds is a central theme of the book. The doctor 
who measures Marlow’s head prior to his departure 
for Africa warns him of changes to his personality 
that may be produced by a long stay in-country. Pro- 
longed silence and solitude are seen to have dam- 
aging effects on many characters in the book. 
Among these are the late Captain Fresleven, Mar- 
low’s predecessor, who was transformed from a 
gentle soul into a man of violence, and the Russian, 
who has been alone on the River for two years and 
dresses bizarrely and chatters constantly. But lone- 
liness and alienation have taken their greatest toll 
on Kurtz, who, cut off from all humanizing influ- 
ence, has forfeited the restraints of reason and con- 
science and given free rein to his most base and bru- 
tal instincts. 


Deception 

Deception, or hypocrisy, is a central theme of 
the novel and is explored on many levels. In the dis- 
guise of a “noble cause,” the Belgians have exploited 
the Congo. Actions taken in the name of philan- 
thropy are merely covers for greed. Claiming to ed- 
ucate the natives, to bring them religion and a bet- 
ter way of life, European colonizers remained to 
starve, mutilate, and murder the indigenous popula- 
tion for profit. Marlow has even obtained his cap- 
taincy through deception, for his aunt misrepre- 
sented him as “an exceptional and gifted creature.” 
She also presented him as “one of the Workers, with 
a capital [W].... Something like an emissary of light, 
something like a lower sort of apostle,” and Conrad 
notes the deception in elevating working people to 
some mystical status they can not realistically ob- 
tain. At the end of the book, Marlow engages in his 
own deception when he tells Kurtz’s fiancée the lie 
that Kurtz died with her name on his lips. 


Order and Disorder 

Conrad sounds the themes of order and disor- 
der in showing, primarily through the example of 
the Company’s chief clerk, how people can carry 
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Topics for 
Further 
Study | 


e Research the Belgian atrocities, committed in 
the Belgian Congo between 1889 and 1899, and 
compare them to the evidence of same presented 
in Heart of Darkness. 


e Research Henry Stanley’s three-year journey 
(1874-1877) up the Congo River and compare 
the stations Stanley founded along the river to 
those mentioned in Heart of Darkness. 


e Compare the view of women, as presented in 
Heart of Darkness, to today’s view. Argue 
whether Conrad should or should not be con- 
sidered a sexist by today’s standards. 


* Compare the view of Africans, as presented in 
Heart of Darkness, to today’s view. Argue 
whether Conrad should or should not be con- 
sidered a racist by today’s standards. 


* Research a contemporary psychological study of 
the effects on an individual of isolation, solitude, 
or a wild jungle environment and compare it to 
Kurtz’s situation. 


on with the most mundane details of their lives 
while all around them chaos reigns. In the larger 
context, the Company attends to the details of send- 
ing agents into the interior to trade with the natives 
and collect ivory while remaining oblivious to the 
devastation such acts have caused. Yet on a closer 
look, the Company’s Manager has no talent for or- 
der or organization. His station is in a deplorable 
state and Marlow can see no reason for the Man- 
ager to have his position other than the fact that he 
is never ill. On the other hand, the chief clerk is so 
impeccably dressed that when Marlow first meets 
him he thinks he is a vision. This man, who has 
been in-country three years and witnessed all its at- 
tendant horrors, manages to keep his clothes and 
books in excellent order. He even speaks with con- 
fidence of a Council of Europe which intended 
Kurtz to go far in “the administration,” as if there 
is some overall rational principle guiding their 
lives. 
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Sanity and Insanity 

Closely linked to the themes of order and dis- 
order are those of sanity and insanity. Madness, 
given prolonged exposure to the isolation of the 
wilderness, seems an inevitable extension of chaos. 
The atmospheric influences at the heart of the 
African continent—the stifling heat, the incessant 
drums, the whispering bush, the mysterious light— 
play havoc with the unadapted European mind and 
reduce it either to the insanity of thinking anything 
is allowable in such an atmosphere or, as in Kurtz’s 
case, to literal madness. Kurtz, after many years in 
the jungle, is presented as a man who has gone mad 
with power and greed. No restraints were placed on 
him—either from above, from a rule of law, or from 
within, from his own conscience. In the wilderness, 
he came to believe he was free to do whatever he 
liked, and the freedom drove him mad. Small acts 
of madness line Marlow’s path to Kurtz: the Man- 
of-War that fires into the bush for no apparent rea- 
son, the urgently needed rivets that never arrive, the 
bricks that will never be built, the jig that is sud- 
denly danced, the immense hole dug for no dis- 
cernible purpose. All these events ultimately lead to 
a row of impaled severed human heads and Kurtz, 
a man who, in his insanity, has conferred a godlike 
status on himself and has ritual human sacrifices 
performed for him. The previously mentioned 
themes of solitude and silence have here achieved 
their most powerful effect: they have driven Kurtz 
mad. He is presented as a voice, a disembodied 
head, a mouth that opens as if to devour everything 
before him. Kurtz speaks of “my ivory ... my in- 
tended ... my river ... my station,” as if everything 
in the Congo belonged to him. This is the final ar- 
rogant insanity of the white man who comes sup- 
posedly to improve a land, but stays to exploit, rav- 
age, and destroy it. 


Duty and Responsibility 

As is true of all other themes in the book, those 
of duty and responsibility are glimpsed on many 
levels. On a national level, we are told of the British 
devotion to duty and efficiency which led to sys- 
tematic colonization of large parts of the globe and 
has its counterpart in Belgian colonization of the 
Congo, the book’s focus. On an individual level, 
Conrad weaves the themes of duty and responsi- 
bility through Marlow’s job as captain, a position 
which make him responsible for his crew and 
bound to his duties as the boat’s commander. There 
are also the jobs of those with whom Marlow comes 
into contact on his journey. In Heart of Darkness, 
duty and responsibility revolve most often about 


how one does one’s work. A job well done is re- 
spected; simply doing the work one is responsible 
for is an honorable act. Yet Conrad does not be- 
lieve in romanticizing the worker. Workers can of- 
ten be engaged in meaningless tasks, as illustrated 
in the scene where the Africans blast away at the 
rock face in order to build a railway, but the rock 
is not altered by the blasts and the cliff is not at all 
in the way. The Company’s Manager would seem 
to have a duty to run his business efficiently, but 
he cannot keep order and although he is obeyed, he 
is not respected. The Foreman, however, earns 
Marlow’s respect for being a good worker. Marlow 
admires the way the Foreman ties up his waist- 
length beard when he has to crawl in the mud be- 
neath the steamboat to do his job. (Having a waist- 
length beard in a jungle environment can be seen 
as another act of madness, even from an efficient 
worker.) Chapter I of the novel ends with Marlow 
speculating on how Kurtz would do his work. But 
there is a larger sense in which the themes of work 
and responsibility figure. Marlow says, “I don’t like 
work—no man does—but I like what is in the 
work—the chance to find yourself.” It is through 
the work (or what passes for it) that Kurtz does in 
Africa that his moral bankruptcy is revealed. For 
himself, Marlow emerges with a self-imposed duty 
to remain loyal to Kurtz, and it is this responsibil- 
ity which finally forces him to lie to Kurtz’s fi- 
ancee. 


Doubt and Ambiguity 

As reason loses hold, doubt and ambiguity take 
over. As Marlow travels deeper inland, the reality 
of everything he encounters becomes suspect. The 
perceptions, motivations, and reliability of those he 
meets, as well as his own, are all open to doubt. 
Conrad repeatedly tells us that the heat and light of 
the wilderness cast a spell and put those who would 
dare venture further into a kind of trancelike state. 
Nothing is to be taken at face value. After the Russ- 
ian leaves, Marlow wonders if he ever actually saw 
him. 

The central ambiguity of Heart of Darkness is 
Kurtz himself. Who is he? What does he do? What 
does he actually say? Those who know him speak 
again and again of his superb powers of rhetoric, 
but the reader hears little of it. The Russian says 
he is devoted to Kurtz, and yet we are left to won- 
der why. Kurtz has written a report that supposedly 
shows his interest in educating the African natives, 
but it ends with his advice, “Exterminate all the 
brutes!” Marlow has heard that Kurtz is a great 
man, yet he suspects he is “hollow to the core.” In 
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Marlow’s estimation, if Kurtz was remarkable it 
was because he had something to say at the end of 
his life. But what he found to say was “the horror!” 
After Kurtz’s death, when various people come to 
Marlow representing themselves as having known 
Kurtz, it seems none of them really knew him. Was 
he a painter, a writer, a great musician, a politician, 
as he is variously described? Marlow settles for the 
ambiguous term, “universal genius,” which would 
imply Kurtz was whatever one wanted to make of 
him. 


Race and Racism 

The subject of racism is not really treated by 
Conrad as a theme in Heart of Darkness as much 
as it is simply shown to be the prevailing attitude 
of the day. The African natives are referred to as 
“niggers,” “cannibals,” “criminals,” and “sav- 
ages.” European colonizers see them as a subor- 
dinate species and chain, starve, rob, mutilate, and 
murder them without fear of punishment. The 
book presents a damning account of imperialism 
as it illustrates the white man’s belief in his in- 
nate right to come into a country inhabited by peo- 
ple of a different race and pillage to his heart’s 
content. 
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Kurtz is writing a treatise for something called 
the “International Society for the Suppression of 
Savage Customs.” This implies the existence of a 
worldwide movement to subjugate all nonwhite 
races. Kurtz bestows a kind of childlike quality 
upon the Africans by saying that white people ap- 
pear to them as supernatural beings. The natives 
do, indeed, seem to have worshipped Kurtz as a 
god and to have offered up human sacrifices to him. 
This innocence proceeds, in Kurtz’s view, from an 
inferior intelligence and does not prevent him from 
concluding that the way to deal with the natives is 
to exterminate them all. 


Early in his journey, Marlow sees a group of 
black men paddling boats. He admires their nat- 
uralness, strength, and vitality, and senses that 
they want nothing from the land but to coexist 
with it. This notion prompts him to believe that 
he still belongs to a world of reason. The feeling 
is short-lived, however, for it is not long before 
Marlow, too, comes to see the Africans as some 
subhuman form of life and to use the language of 
his day in referring to them as “creatures,” “nig- 
gers,” “cannibals,” and “savages.” He does not 
protest or try to interfere when he sees six 
Africans forced to work with chains about their 
necks. He calls what he sees in their eyes the 
“deathlike indifference of unhappy savages.” 


” 


Volume 2 


Heart of Darkness 


Marlow exhibits some humanity in offering a dy- 
ing young African one of the ship’s biscuits, and 
although he regrets the death of his helmsman, he 
says he was “a savage who was no more account 
than a grain of sand in a black Sahara.” It is not 
the man he misses so much as his function as 
steersman. Marlow refers to the “savage who was 
fireman” as “an improved specimen.” He com- 
pares him, standing before his vertical boiler, to 
“a dog in a parody of breeches and a feather hat, 
walking on his hind legs.” 


Violence and Cruelty 


The violence and cruelty depicted in Heart of 
Darkness escalate from acts of inhumanity com- 
mitted against the natives of the Belgian Congo to 
“unspeakable” and undescribed horrors. Kurtz 
(representing European imperialists) has system- 
atically engaged in human plunder. The natives are 
seen chained by iron collars abut their necks, 
starved, beaten, subsisting on rotten hippo meat, 
forced into soul-crushing and meaningless labor, 
and finally ruthlessly murdered. Beyond this, it is 
implied that Kurtz has had human sacrifices per- 
formed for him, and the reader is presented with 
the sight of a row of severed human heads impaled 
on posts leading to Kurtz’s cabin. Conrad suggests 
that violence and cruelty result when law is absent 
and man allows himself to be ruled by whatever 
brutal passions lie within him. Consumed by greed, 
conferring upon himself the status of a god, Kurtz 
runs amok in a land without law. Under such cir- 
cumstances, anything is possible, and what Con- 
rad sees emerging from the situation is the pro- 
found cruelty and limitless violence that lies at the 
heart of the human soul. 


Moral Corruption 


The book’s theme of moral corruption is the 
one to which, like streams to a river, all others lead. 
Racism, madness, loneliness, deception and disor- 
der, doubt and ambiguity, violence and cruelty— 
culminate in the moral corruption revealed by 
Kurtz’s acts in the Congo. Kurtz has cast off rea- 
son and allowed his most base and brutal instincts 
to rule unrestrained. He has permitted the evil 
within him to gain the upper hand. Kurtz’s ap- 
palling moral corruption is the result not only of 
external forces such as the isolation and loneliness 
imposed by the jungle, but also, Conrad suggests, 
of forces that lie within all men and await the 
chance to emerge. Kurtz perhaps realizes the depth 
of his own moral corruption when, as he lays dy- 
ing, he utters “The horror! The horror!” Marlow 
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feels this realization transferred to himself and un- 
derstands that he too, living in a lawless state, is 
capable of sinking into the depths of moral cor- 
ruption. The savage nature of man is thus reached 
at the end of the journey, not upriver, but into his 
own soul. 


Point of View 

Heart of Darkness is framed as a story within 
a story. The point of view belongs primarily to 
Charlie Marlow, who delivers the bulk of the nar- 
rative, but Marlow’s point of view is in turn framed 
by that of an unnamed narrator who provides a 
first-person description of Marlow telling his 
story. The point of view can also be seen in a third 
consciousness in the book, that of Conrad himself, 
who tells the entire tale to the reader, deciding as 
author which details to put in and which to leave 
out. Beyond these three dominant points of view 
are the individual viewpoints of the book’s major 
characters. Each has a different perspective on 
Kurtz. These perspectives are often conflicting and 
are always open to a variety of interpretations. 
Whose point of view is to be trusted? Which nar- 
rator and which character is reliable? Conrad 
leaves these questions to the reader to answer, ac- 
counting for the book’s complexity and multilay- 
ered meanings. 


Setting 

The novel takes place in the 1890s and begins 
on a boat sitting in the River Thames, which leads 
from London to the sea, waiting for the tide to turn. 
Marlow’s story takes the reader briefly onto the Eu- 
ropean continent (Belgium) and then deep into 
Africa by means of a trip up the Congo River to 
what was then called the Belgian Congo, and back 
to Europe again. The Congo is described as a place 
of intense mystery whose stifling heat, whispering 
sounds, and strange shifts of light and darkness 
place the foreigner in a kind of trance which pro- 
duces fundamental changes in the brain, causing 
acts that range from the merely bizarre to the most 
extreme and irrational violence. 


Structure 

The book’s structure is cyclical, both in ge- 
ography and chronology. It begins in the 1890s, 
goes back several years, and returns to the pre- 
sent. The voyage describes almost a perfect cir- 
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cle, beginning in Europe, traveling into the heart 
of the African continent, coming out again, and 
returning almost to the exact spot at which it be- 
gan. The novel was originally published in serial 
form, breaking off its segments at moments of 
high drama to make the reader eager to pick up 
the next installment. When the full text was pub- 
lished in 1902, it was divided into three parts. Part 
I takes the story from the present-day life of the 
unidentified narrator to Marlow’s tale, which be- 
gan many years before and unfolds over a period 
of several months. This section leads from Lon- 
don into Belgium and from there to the Congo’s 
Central Station. It ends with Marlow expressing a 
limited curiosity about where Kurtz’s supposed 
moral ideas will lead him. Part II takes the jour- 
ney through a series of difficulties as it proceeds 
deeper into the African interior and finally arrives, 
some two months later, at the Inner Station. It is 
here that Marlow meets the Russian and is told 
that Kurtz has “enlarged” his mind. Part III cov- 
ers the period from Marlow’s eventual meeting 
with Kurtz to his return to Europe. 


Symbolism 


The title of the book itself, Heart of Dark- 
ness, alerts the reader to the book’s symbols, or 
items that suggest deeper interpretations beyond 
their literal meanings. The “heart of darkness” 
serves both as an image of the interior of a dark 
and foreign continent as well as the interior work- 
ings of the mind of man, which are dark and for- 
eign to all observers. The literal journey into the 
jungle is a metaphor, or symbol, for the journey 
into the uncharted human soul. On another level, 
the voyage into the wilderness can be read as a 
voyage back to Eden, or to the very beginning of 
the world. On still another level, the actual trip 
into and then out of the African continent can be 
seen as metaphor for sin and redemption. It par- 
allels the descent into the depths of human degra- 
dation and death (in Kurtz’s case; near-death in 
Marlow’s) and the return to the light, or life. As 
the book begins, the Nellie is waiting for the tide 
to turn. This can also be taken as a metaphor for 
the brewing revolution in the Congo at the time, 
for the tide of history was about to turn. The dy- 
ing Kurtz himself, who is half-French and half- 
English and of whom Marlow says, “All Europe 
contributed to the making of Kurtz,” can be seen 
as a symbol for a decaying western civilization. 
Other symbols in the book include the river, 
whose flow, sometimes fast and sometimes stag- 
nant, mirrors the stream of life; the knitting 
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women waiting outside Marlow’s interview room, 
who recall the Fates of Greek mythology and thus 
can be seen as potential judges; and the cross- 
legged pose in which Marlow sits during his nar- 
ration, suggesting the figure of the enlightened 
Buddha and thus a kind of supreme wisdom. The 
presentation of Kurtz as a talker, a voice who en- 
larges the mind of his listeners, can also be taken 
as a symbol for Conrad himself. As a writer, Con- 
rad talks to his listening readers and enlarges their 
view of the world. Marlow’s function, too, is a 
metaphor for the author’s: they both tell stories; 
they both make people see and feel. 
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Historical Context 


European Presence in Africa 


In 1890, Joseph Conrad secured employment 
in the Congo as the captain of a river steamboat, 
this was also the approximate year in which the 
main action of Heart of Darkness takes place. Ill- 
ness forced Conrad’s return home after only six 
months in Africa, but that was long enough for 
intense impressions to have been formed in the 
novelist’s mind. Today, the river at the center of 
Heart of Darkness is called the Zaire and the 
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Compare 
& 
Contrast 


* 1890s: The iron steamship has supplanted the 
sailing ship. The British, French, and Dutch 
Merchant Marines are associated with coloniza- 
tion and the development of manufacturing. 
With the introduction of the steel steamship in 
the mid-nineteenth century, Great Britain takes 
first place in ship building and shipping. 


Today: The turbine and diesel engine bring new 
power and speed to shipping, and a new age of 
nuclear-powered shipping is launched. Ocean- 
going vessels are still the dominant means for 
world transport of commercial goods. 


e 1890s: The African slave trade has begun to die 
out in the Belgian Congo. The Brussels Act of 
1890 is signed by eighteen nations and greatly 
limits the slave trade. But forced labor contin- 
ues in the Congo with appalling brutality as the 
lucrative trade in rubber and ivory takes up 
where trade in human beings left off. 


Today: Slavery is all but abolished throughout 
the world, although it is reported to still exist in 
parts of Africa and Asia. 


¢ 1890s: Because of the ivory trade, the collec- 
tion of ivory (present only in the tusks of ele- 
phants) thrives in Africa, where elephant tusks 
are larger than they are in Asia. Antwerp (Bel- 
gium) and London are major centers of ivory 
commerce, with Europe and the U.S. being ma- 
jor importers. 


Today: The diminishing number of elephants, 
due largely to their wholesale slaughter for 
tusks, leads to a complete ban on ivory trading. 
A new method of determining the origin of a 


tusk through DNA testing enables zoologists to 
fight poaching and determine where the elephant 
population is large enough to safely permit a 
limited trade. 


* 1890s: The Congo Free State is established by 
King Leopold II of Belgium and is to be headed 
by the King himself. Leopold II never visits the 
Congo in person and when reports of atrocities 
committed there by his agents reach him, he or- 
der that all abuses cease at once. His orders are 
ignored. Belgium annexes the Congo in 1908. 


Today: The Belgian Congo is the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo, and the Congo River is 
the Zaire. The Congolese army mutinied in 1960 
and the Congo was declared independent. In 
1989, the country defaults on a loan from Bel- 
gium, resulting in the cancellation of develop- 
ment programs. Since 1990, a trend of political 
turmoil and economic collapse continues, even 
after a relatively bloodless revolution in 1997. 


¢ 1890s: Christian Missionaries are very active in 
the Belgian Congo. They are mostly Roman 
Catholic and pursue what is known as the “white 
man’s burden” to bring western religion, culture, 
and technology to the nations of Africa. 


Today: More than three-fourths of the inhabi- 
tants of the Democratic Republic of the Congo 
are Christian. Many also follow traditional reli- 
gious beliefs and a substantial number belong to 
African Protestant groups. The population of the 
Corgo comprises about two hundred ethnic 
groups, the majority of whom speak one of the 
Bantu languages, although the country’s official 
language is French. 


country is the Democratic Republic of the Congo, 
but at the time Conrad wrote of them the coun- 
try was the Belgian Congo and the river the 
Congo. 

European explorers first discovered the Congo 
River in 1482 and maintained a presence on it for 


hundreds of years thereafter, never traveling more 
than two hundred miles upstream. It was not until 
1877, after the English-born American explorer 
Henry Morton Stanley had completed a three-year 
journey across central Africa, that the exact length 
and course of the mighty Congo River were known. 
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Stanley discovered that the Congo extends some 
1,600 miles into Africa from its eastern coast to its 
western edge, where the river empties into the At- 
lantic Ocean, and that only one stretch of it is im- 
passable. That section lies between Matadi, two 
hundred miles in from the mouth of the Congo, and 
Kinshasa, yet another two hundred miles further in- 
land. In Heart of Darkness, Conrad calls Matadi 
the Company Station and Kinshasa the Central Sta- 
tion. Between those two places, one is forced to 
proceed by land, which is exactly what Marlow 
does on his “two hundred-mile tramp” between the 
two Stations, described in the book. 


In 1878, King Leopold II (reigned 1865-1909) 
of Belgium asked Stanley to found a Belgian 
colony in the Congo. The King charged Stanley 
with setting up outposts along the Congo River, 
particularly at Matadi. Leopold II described his mo- 
tives to the rest of Europe as springing from a de- 
sire to end slavery in the Congo and civilize the na- 
tives, but his actual desires were for material gain. 
In 1885, at the Congress of Berlin, an international 
committee agreed to the formation of a new coun- 
try to be known as the Congo Free State. In Heart 
of Darkness, Conrad refers to this committee as the 
International Society for the Suppression of Sav- 
age Customs. Leopold II, who was to be sole ruler 
of this land, never set foot in the Congo Free State. 
Instead, he formed a company, called simply the 
Company in Heart of Darkness, that ran the coun- 
try for him. 


The Ivory Trade 


A prevalent feeling among Europeans of the 
1890s was that the African peoples required intro- 
duction to European culture and technology in or- 
der to become more evolved. The responsibility for 
that introduction, known as the “white man’s bur- 
den,” gave rise to a fervor to bring Christianity and 
commerce to Africa. What the Europeans took out 
of Africa in return were huge quantities of ivory. 
During the 1890s, at the time Heart of Darkness 
takes place, ivory was in enormous demand in Eu- 
rope, where it was used to make jewelry, piano keys, 
and billiard balls, among other items. From 1888 to 
1892, the amount of ivory exported from the Congo 
Free State rose from just under 13,000 pounds to 
over a quarter of a million pounds. Conrad tells us 
that Kurtz was the best agent of his time, collecting 
as much ivory as all the other agents combined. 


In 1892, Leopold II declared all natural re- 
sources in the Congo Free State to be his property. 
This meant the Belgians could stop dealing with 
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African traders and simply take what they wanted 
themselves. As a consequence, Belgian traders 
pushed deeper into Africa in search of new sources 
of ivory, setting up stations all along the Congo 
River. One of the furthermost stations, located at 
Stanley Falls, was the likely inspiration for Kurtz’s 
Inner Station. 


Belgian Atrocities in the Congo 

The Belgian traders committed many well- 
documented acts of atrocity against the African na- 
tives, including the severing of hands and heads. 
Reports of these atrocities reached the European 
public, leading to an international movement 
protesting the Belgian presence in Africa. These 
acts, reflected in Heart of Darkness, continued, de- 
spite an order by Leopold II that they cease. In 1908, 
after the Belgian parliament finally sent its own re- 
view board into the Congo to investigate, the king 
was forced to give up his personal stake in the area 
and control of the Congo reverted to the Belgian 
government. The country was granted its indepen- 
dence from Belgium in 1960, and changed its name 
from the Democratic Republic of Congo to Zaire in 
1971. A relatively bloodless revolution in 1997 re- 
turned the country’s name to the Democratic Re- 
public of the Congo. 


Critical Overview 





When published in 1902 in a volume with two 
other stories (Youth and The End of the Tether), 
Heart of Darkness was praised for its portrayal of 
the demoralizing effect life in the African wilder- 
ness supposedly had on European men. One re- 
spected critic of the time, Hugh Clifford, said in the 
Spectator that others before Conrad had written of 
the European’s decline in a “barbaric” wilderness, 
but never “has any writer till now succeeded in 
bringing ... it all home to sheltered folk as does Mr. 
Conrad in this wonderful, this magnificent, this ter- 
rible study.” Another early reviewer, as quoted in 
Leonard Dean’s Joseph Conrad’s ‘Heart of Dark- 
ness’: Backgrounds and Criticisms, called the prose 
“brilliant” but the story “unconvincing.” 

In his review published in Academy and Liter- 
ature in 1902, Edward Garnett called the volume’s 
publication “one of the events of the literary year.” 
Garnett said when he first read Heart of Darkness 
in serial form, he thought Conrad had “here and 
there, lost his way.” but upon publication of the 
novel in book form, he retracted that opinion and 
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now held it “to be the high-water mark of the au- 
thor’s talent.” Garnett went on to call Heart of Dark- 
ness a book that “enriches English literature” and a 
“psychological masterpiece.” Garnett was particu- 
larly taken with Conrad’s keen observations of the 
collapse of the white man’s morality when he is re- 
leased from the restraints of European law and or- 
der and set down in the heart of Africa, given free 
reign to trade for profit with the natives. For sheer 
excitement, Garnett compared Heart of Darkness 
favorably to Crime and Punishment, published by 
the great Russian novelist Dostoyevsky in 1866. 
Garnett calls Heart of Darkness “simply a piece of 
art, fascinating and remorseless.” 


Kingsley Widmer noted in Concise Dictionary 
of British Literary Biography that Conrad’s liter- 
ary reputation declined sharply in the mid-1920s, 
after the publication of Victory, which Widmer 
flatly called a “bad novel.” But the following gen- 
eration gave rise to a revival of interest in Conrad’s 
work, centering largely on a few works written be- 
tween 1898 and 1910 and including Heart of Dark- 
ness, The Secret Agent, and Lord Jim, which were 
given the status of modern classics. 


Widmer concluded that although “much of Con- 
rad’s fiction is patently poor,” his sea stories con- 
tain a “documentary fascination in their reports of 
dying nineteenth-century merchant marine sailing 
experience.” Widmer faults Conrad for gross senti- 
mentality, shoddy melodrama, and chauvinism. But 
he acknowledges that Conrad’s best fiction, among 
which he counts Heart of Darkness, Nostromo, The 
Secret Sharer, and The Secret Agent, which he says 
may be “Conrad’s most powerful novel,” achieves 
a modernism that undercuts those heavyhanded Vic- 
torian characteristics and provides the basis on which 
Conrad’s reputation justifiably rests. 


In more recent years, Heart of Darkness has 
come under fire for the blatantly racist attitudes it 
portrays. Some critics have taken issue with the 
matter-of-fact tone in which Marlow describes 
Africans as “savages” and “niggers” and portrays 
African life as mysterious and inhuman. Noted 
Nigerian author Chinua Achebe, for instance, ar- 
gued in a Massachusetts Review article that “the 
question is whether a novel which celebrates this 
dehumanization, which depersonalizes a portion of 
the human race, can be called a great work of art. 
My answer is: No, it cannot.” Other critics, how- 
ever, have reasoned that Conrad was merely por- 
traying the views and attitudes of his time, and oth- 
ers have even suggested that by presenting racist 
attitudes the author was ironically holding them up 
for ridicule and criticism. 


Despite such controversy, Heart of Darkness 
has withstood the test of time and has come to be 
seen as one of Conrad’s finest works. The way in 
which Conrad presents themes of moral ambiguity 
in this novel, never taking a side but forcing the 
reader to decide the issues for him- or herself is 
considered a forerunner of modern literary tech- 
nique. Frederick Karl, in Joseph Conrad: The 
Three Lives, calls Heart of Darkness the work in 
which “the nineteenth century becomes the twen- 
tieth.” Others have called it the best short novel in 
the English language. “The Secret Sharer and Heart 
of Darkness,” said Albert J. Guerard in his intro- 
duction to the novel, “are among the finest of Con- 
rad’s short novels, and among the half-dozen great- 
est short novels in the English language.” The book 
continues to this day to be taught in high schools, 
colleges, and universities and to be held up as an 
example of great literature. 


Kevin Attell 

In the following essay, Attell, a doctoral can- 
didate at the University of California—Berkeley, ex- 
plores how Heart of Darkness has been viewed as 
both a commentary on the evils of colonialism and 
a philosophical exploration of the human psyche. 
Attell argues that critics who argue that the novel 
is either historical or philosophical “misses Con- 
rad’s insight that the two are in fact inseparable.” 


The original publication of Joseph Conrad’s 
Heart of Darkness was a three-part serialization in 
London’s Blackwood’s Magazine in 1899. It was 
subsequently published in a collection of three sto- 
ries by Conrad in 1902. The date of Heart of Dark- 
ness should be noted, for it provides a historical 
context which illuminates the story’s relation to 
both the contemporary turn-of-the-century world to 
which Conrad responds in the tale, and also the in- 
fluential role Conrad plays in the subsequent 
progress of twentieth-century literary history. 


Traditionally there have been two main ways 
of approaching the interpretation of Heart of Dark- 
ness. Critics and readers have tended to focus on 
either the implications of Conrad’s intense fasci- 
nation with European colonialism in Africa and 
around the world, or they have centered on his ex- 
ploration of seemingly more abstract philosophical 
issues regarding, among other things, the human 
condition, the nature of Good and Evil, and the 
power of language. The former interpretive choice 
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¢ In Lord Jim, published in 1900, another mar- 
itime tale, Conrad deals with issues of honor in 
the face of grave personal danger and colonial 
imposition of will upon a native people. Mar- 
low again becomes a narrator. Here he tells the 
story of Jim, a simple sailor who tried and failed 
to adhere to an honorable code of conduct. 


e Nostromo (1904), Conrad’s largest and most 
ambitious novel, has multiple heroes and flashes 
forward and back over a wide time frame. The 
familiar Conradian preoccupation with colonial 
interests in remote lands is here transposed to a 
fictional South American country seething with 
political unrest. 


¢ Conrad’s novel of political terrorism, The Secret 
Agent (1907), illustrates the author’s fascination 
with a hero who, unlike Kurtz, seeks to remain 
neutral and avoid commitment in a world of con- 
flict. Against his own will, Adolf Verloc, the 
book’s double agent, is forced into actions 
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which result in more than one murder and a sui- 
cide. 

¢ Set in the author’s native Nigeria, Chinua 
Achebe’s Things Fall Apart (1958) shows the 
tragic effects of European colonialism on one 
man. 


¢ Winner of the 1991 National Book Award for 
fiction, Middle Passage by Charles Johnson re- 
lates the story of a free black man living in New 
Orleans who stows away on a ship only to dis- 
cover it is a slave trader bound for Africa. 


¢ In Travellers in Africa: British Travelogues, 
1850-1900, Volume 1, Tim Youngs collects ac- 
tual nineteenth-century British accounts of 
African voyages, and includes discussion of so- 
cial, cultural, and racial attitudes. The volume 
includes an analysis of Heart of Darkness as a 
travel account, and compares Marlow’s version 
of the Congo with that of British-American ex- 
plorer Sir Henry Morton Stanley. 


would concentrate on the ways Conrad presents Eu- 
ropean colonialism (of which he had much first- 
hand experience, being a sailor himself), while the 
latter would primarily investigate Conrad’s expo- 
sition of philosophical questions. Even a cursory 
reading of the tale makes it clear that there is am- 
ple evidence for both of these interpretive concerns. 
What is perhaps less obvious, but equally impor- 
tant, is the way the historical reality which Conrad 
takes as his subject matter and the philosophical 
meditation to which Kurtz’s story gives rise are in- 
trinsically connected to one another. 

The turn of the twentieth century was a period 
of intense colonial activity for most of the coun- 
tries of Europe. Conrad refers to European colo- 
nialism countless times in Heart of Darkness, but 
perhaps the most vivid instance is when Marlow, 
while waiting in the office of the Belgian Com- 
pany, sees “a large shining map [of colonial 
Africa], marked with all the colours of the rain- 
bow. There was,” he says, “a vast amount of red— 
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good to see at any time, because one knows that 
some real work is done there, a deuce of a lot of 
blue, a little green, smears of orange, and, on the 
East Coast, a purple patch.... However, I wasn’t 
going into any of these. I was going into the yel- 
low.” These colors, of course, correspond to the 
territorial claims made on African land by the var- 
ious nations of Europe: red is British, blue French, 
green Italian, orange Portuguese, purple German, 
and yellow Belgian. The map bears noting. On the 
one hand it establishes the massive geographical 
scale of Europe’s colonial presence in Africa, but 
it also symbolically sets this presence up in rela- 
tion to another central thematic concern of the 
novella: the popular conception of colonialism in 
Europe. 

Conrad links the colored maps to the childlike 
ignorance and apathy of the European public as to 
what really goes on in the colonies. Just a few mo- 
ments before describing the map in the office in 
Brussels Marlow had recalled his childhood, say- 
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ing: “Now when I was a little chap I had a passion 
for maps. I would look for hours at South Amer- 
ica, or Africa, or Australia, and lose myself in the 
glories of exploration. At that time there were many 
blank spaces on the earth, and when I saw one that 
looked particularly inviting (but they all look that) 
I would put my finger on it and say, When I grow 
up I will go there.” Much of Heart of Darkness is 
then a grim and detailed exposition of the real “glo- 
ries of exploration” which Marlow observes first- 
hand, but in these opening moments before Mar- 
low has left for Africa Conrad has given his 
assessment of the perspective on the colonies from 
the point of view of the common European: on pub- 
lic display in the waiting-room of the Company of- 
fice in Brussels, and in the imagination of the Eu- 
ropean public, the representation of European 
activity in Africa is as abstract and pleasant as a 
multicolored map. 


Another example of the distance between the 
popular conception of the colonies and their real- 
ity can be found in the frequent reference made to 
the purportedly civilizing aspect of colonial con- 
quest. Marlow’s aunt speaks of “weaning those ig- 
norant millions from their horrid ways” and Kurtz’s 
early pamphlet ominously claims that “by the sim- 
ple exercise of [the colonists’] will [they] can ex- 
ert a power for good practically unbounded.” Mar- 
low’s direct experience of the trading stations in 
the Congo, and Kurtz’s scrawled note “Exterminate 
all the brutes” at the end of the pamphlet put the 
lie to these European pretensions to civilizing char- 
ity. And to Conrad’s British readers of 1900 these 
revelations may have been shocking. There was, it 
should be noted, a growing anticolonial campaign 
being waged by dissidents throughout Europe at the 
time, and Conrad’s novella can be considered a part 
of that campaign. 


But in addition to the aggressive presentation 
of the grim conditions which existed in Europe’s 
colonies—which Conrad succeeds in making very 
vivid—Heart of Darkness also creates a theme 
from certain philosophical problems which become 
central to the dawning literary movement called 
Modernism. Conrad shows the way the European 
public is profoundly ignorant (perhaps willfully) of 
what goes on in their colonies, but he also suggests 
that that very separation reveals a problematic re- 
lation between belief and reality, between repre- 
sentation and truth, which can also be investigated 
as a philosophical question. Keeping in mind the 
way this problem has been introduced in the novella 
(ie. the specific relation between Europe and its 
colonies), let us briefly sketch out the philosophi- 
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cal and literary attempts to address the problem of 
representation in Modernism. 


Roughly speaking, Modernism had its peak in 
the years between World War I and World War II. 
The great canonical Modernists include such writ- 
ers as James Joyce, Ezra Pound, Gertrude Stein, 
Virginia Woolf, William Faulkner, and others. In 
most accounts of the period what links the Mod- 
ernist writers loosely together is their intensive for- 
mal experimentation with literary and linguistic 
techniques; that is to say, their experimentation 
with the actual modes of literary representation. 
Stein’s experiments with syntax, Joyce’s melding 
of languages and myths, Faulkner’s endless sen- 
tences, can all be seen as various ways of working 
through difficult questions raised about the very na- 
ture of language and how it works. Language in 
Modernist literature is no longer seen as a stable 
vehicle for the communication of meaning, but 
rather it is put up for radical questioning in itself. 
Modernist experimentation, one might say, arises 
out of the doubt that language (at least language as 
it has been used in the past) is able to communi- 
cate or sufficient to represent meaning or truth. And 
the seeds of this very doubt, to bring us back to 
Conrad, can be seen in Heart of Darkness. Some 
of the most illustrative examples of how Conrad 
introduces these Modernistic concerns can be seen 
at the points of Marlow’s narration where the ac- 
tual question of meaning explicitly arises. 


Clearly Marlow has no trouble narrating 
events; he is indeed quite a storyteller. Yet, at var- 
ious times in the narration the flow of his speech 
is interrupted and he seems at a loss for words. If 
we pick one of these moments we can see the way 
Conrad is creating a theme from the very instabil- 
ity and inadequacy of language itself (“words,” 
“names,” the “story”) to contain and convey what 
one might call “truth,” “meaning,” or “essence” 
(Marlow calls it all three). At a point well into his 
tale Marlow says: 


“At the time I did not see ([Kurtz]—you understand. 
He was just a word for me. I did not see the man in 
the name any more than you do. Do you see him? 
Do you see the story? Do you see anything? It seems 
to me I am trying to tell you a dream—making a vain 
attempt, because no relation of a dream can convey 
the dream-sensation, that commingling of absurdity, 
surprise, and bewilderment in a tremor of struggling 
revolt, that notion of being captured by the incredi- 
ble which is the very essence of dreams....” 


He sat silent for a while. 


“ 


... No, it is impossible; it is impossible to convey 
the life-sensation of any given epoch of one’s exis- 
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tence—that which makes its truth, its meaning—its 
subtle and penetrating essence. It is impossible. We 
live, as we dream—alone....” 


Conrad has set up a clear opposition in Mar- 
low’s speech here: the opposition is between lan- 
guage on the one hand and truth or meaning on the 
other. In the quoted passage Marlow is exasperated 
because when faced with the task of communicat- 
ing something deeper than just the narrative of 
events he is at a loss for words—or more precisely, 
the words themselves fail him. His pronouncement 
that it is “impossible” for language to do certain 
things—for language to hold the essence of things 
as they exist—foreshadows the dilemma at the cen- 
ter of Modernist and indeed much of twentieth- 
century philosophical thought. But what he is try- 
ing to tell is not just “the Truth” in the abstract, but 
rather the truth about Kurtz, the truth of his expe- 
rience of the European colonies. This suggests the 
way that the philosophical themes of the tale are 
intertwined with if not identical to the colonial 
themes. Conrad has the two coexisting in such close 
proximity that they in fact appear to be two sides 
of the same coin. 


The debate, then, over whether Heart of Dark- 
ness should be interpreted in terms of either colo- 
nial and historical or philosophical questions 
misses Conrad’s insight that the two are in fact in- 
separable. As the complex textual fusion of the two 
in Heart of Darkness implies, the seemingly ab- 
stract philosophical problems concerning language 
and truth arise only out of concrete problems (such 
as colonialism) which exist in the social world, 
while at the same time the concrete problems of 
colonial domination at the turn of the twentieth cen- 
tury have extensive philosophical implications. 


Source: Kevin Attell, in an essay for Novels for Students, 
Gale, 1997. 


Chinua Achebe 


Achebe is a noted Nigerian novelist whose 
works include Things Fall Apart and Anthills of the 
Savannah; he has frequently lectured in the United 
States and served as a professor at the University of 
Massachusetts—Ambherst in 1987-88. In the follow- 
ing excerpt, Achebe argues that the racist attitudes 
inherent in Conrad’s novel make it “totally incon- 
ceivable” that it could be considered “great art.” 


Heart of Darkness projects the image of Africa 
as “the other world,” the antithesis of Europe and 
therefore of civilization, a place where a man’s 
vaunted intelligence and refinement are finally 
mocked by triumphant bestiality. The book opens 
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on the River Thames, tranquil, resting peacefully 
“at the decline of day after ages of good service 
done to the race that peopled its banks.” But the ac- 
tual story takes place on the River Congo, the very 
antithesis of the Thames. The River Congo is quite 
decidedly not a River Emeritus. It has rendered no 
service and enjoys no old-age pension. We are told 
that “going up that river was like travelling back to 
the earliest beginning of the world.” 


Is Conrad saying then that these two rivers are 
very different, one good, the other bad? Yes, but 
that is not the real point. What actually worries 
Conrad is the lurking hint of kinship, of common 
ancestry. For the Thames, too, “has been one of the 
dark places of the earth.” It conquered its darkness, 
of course, and is now at peace. But if it were to 
visit its primordial relative, the Congo, it would run 
the terrible risk of hearing grotesque, suggestive 
echoes of its own forgotten darkness, and of falling 
victim to an avenging recrudescence of the mind- 
less frenzy of the first beginnings. 


I am not going to waste your time with exam- 
ples of Conrad’s famed evocation of the African 
atmosphere. In the final consideration it amounts 
to no more than a steady, ponderous, fake- 
ritualistic repetition of two sentences, one about si- 
lence and the other about frenzy. An example of 
the former is “It was the stillness of an implacable 
force brooding over an inscrutable intention” and 
of the latter, “The steamer toiled along slowly on 
the edge of a black and incomprehensible frenzy.” 
Of course, there is a judicious change of adjective 
from time to time so that instead of “inscrutable,” 
for example, you might have “unspeakable,” etc., 
etc. 


The eagle-eyed English critic, F. R. Leavis, 
drew attention nearly thirty years ago to Conrad’s 
“adjectival insistence upon inexpressible and in- 
comprehensible mystery.” That insistence must not 
be dismissed lightly, as many Conrad critics have 
tended to do, as a mere stylistic flaw. For it raises 
serious questions of artistic good faith. When a 
writer, while pretending to record scenes, incidents 
and their impact, is in reality engaged in inducing 
hypnotic stupor in his readers through a bombard- 
ment of emotive words and other forms of trickery 
much more has to be at stake than stylistic felicity. 
Generally, normal readers are well armed to detect 
and resist such underhand activity. But Conrad 
chose his subject well—one which was guaranteed 
not to put him in conflict with the psychological 
predisposition of his readers or raise the need for 
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him to contend with their resistance. He chose the 
role of purveyor of comforting myths. 


The most interesting and revealing passages in 
Heart of Darkness are, however, about people. I 
must quote a long passage from the middle of the 
story in which representatives of Europe in a 
steamer going down the Congo encounter the 
denizens of Africa: 


We were wanderers on a prehistoric earth, on an earth 
that wore the aspect of an unknown planet. We could 
have fancied ourselves the first of men taking posses- 
sion of an accursed inheritance, to be subdued at the 
cost of profound anguish and of excessive toil. But 
suddenly, as we struggled round a bend, there would 
be a glimpse of rush walls, of peaked grass-roofs, a 
burst of yells, a whirl of black limbs, a mass of hands 
clapping, of feet stamping, of bodies swaying, of eyes 
rolling, under the droop of heavy and motionless fo- 
liage. The steamer toiled along slowly on the edge of 
a black and incomprehensible frenzy. The prehistoric 
man was cursing us, praying to us, welcoming us— 
who could tell? We were cut off from the compre- 
hension of our surroundings; we glided past like phan- 
toms, wondering and secretly appalled, as sane men 
would be before an enthusiastic outbreak in a mad- 
house. We could not remember because we were trav- 
elling in the night of first ages, of those ages that are 
gone, leaving hardly a sign—and no memories. 


The earth seemed unearthly. We are accustomed to 
look upon the shackled form of a conquered monster, 
but there—there you could look at a thing monstrous 
and free. It was unearthly, and the men were—No, 
they were not inhuman. Well, you know, that was the 
worst of it—this suspicion of their not being inhu- 
man. It would come slowly to one. They howled and 
leaped, and spun, and made horrid faces; but what 
thrilled you was just the thought of your remote kin- 
ship with this wild and passionate uproar. Ugly. Yes, 
it was ugly enough; but if you were man enough you 
would admit to yourself that there was in you just the 
faintest trace of a response to the terrible frankness 
of that noise, a dim suspicion of there being a mean- 
ing in it which you—you so remote from the night 
of first ages—could comprehend. 


Herein lies the meaning of Heart of Darkness 
and the fascination it holds over the Western mind: 
“What thrilled you was just the thought of their hu- 
manity—like yours.... Ugly.” 


Having shown us Africa in the mass, Conrad 
then zeros in on a specific example, giving us one 
of his rare descriptions of an African who is not 
just limbs or rolling eyes: 


And between whiles I had to look after the savage 
who was fireman. He was an improved specimen; he 
could fire up a vertical boiler. He was there below 
me, and, upon my word, to look at him was as edi- 
fying as seeing a dog in a parody of breeches and a 
feather hat, walking on his hind legs. A few months 
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of training had done for that really fine chap. He 
squinted at the steam gauge and at the water gauge 
with an evident effort of intrepidity—and he had filed 
his teeth, too, the poor devil, and the wool of his pate 
shaved into queer patterns, and three ornamental 
scars on each of his cheeks. He ought to have been 
clapping his hands and stamping his feet on the bank, 
instead of which he was hard at work, a thrall to 
strange witchcraft, full of improving knowledge. 


As everybody knows, Conrad is a romantic on 
the side. He might not exactly admire savages clap- 
ping their hands and stamping their feet but they 
have at least the merit of being in their place, un- 
like this dog in a parody of breeches. For Conrad, 
things (and persons) being in their place is of the 
utmost importance. 


Towards the end of the story, Conrad lavishes 
great attention quite unexpectedly on an African 
woman who has obviously been some kind of mis- 
tress to Mr. Kurtz and now presides (if I may be 
permitted a little imitation of Conrad) like a for- 
midable mystery over the inexorable imminence of 
his departure: 


She was savage and superb, wild-eyed and magnifi- 
cent.... She stood looking at us without a stir and like 
the wilderness itself, with an air of brooding over an 
inscrutable purpose. 


This Amazon is drawn in considerable detail, 
albeit of a predictable nature, for two reasons. First, 
she is in her place and so can win Conrad’s special 
brand of approval; and second, she fulfills a struc- 
tural requirement of the story; she is a savage coun- 
terpart to the refined, European woman with whom 
the story will end: 


She came forward, all in black with a pale head, float- 
ing towards me in the dusk. She was in mourning.... 
She took both my hands in hers and murmured, “T 
had heard you were coming.”... She had a mature ca- 
pacity for fidelity, for belief, for suffering. 


The difference in the attitude of the novelist to 
these two women is conveyed in too many direct 
and subtle ways to need elaboration. But perhaps 
the most significant difference is the one implied 
in the author’s bestowal of human expression to the 
one and the withholding of it from the other. It is 
clearly not part of Conrad’s purpose to confer lan- 
guage on the “rudimentary souls” of Africa. They 
only “exchanged short grunting phrases” even 
among themselves but mostly they were too busy 
with their frenzy. There are two occasions in the 
book, however, when Conrad departs somewhat 
from his practice and confers speech, even English 
speech, on the savages. The first occurs when can- 
nibalism gets the better of them: 
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“Catch ’im,” he snapped, with a bloodshot widen- 
ing of his eyes and a flash of sharp white teeth— 
“catch ’im. Give ’im to us.” “To you, eh?” J asked; 
“what would you do with them?” “Eat ’im!” he said 
curtly ... 


The other occasion is the famous announce- 
ment: 


Mistah Kurtz—he dead. 


At first sight, these instances might be mis- 
taken for unexpected acts of generosity from Con- 
rad. In reality, they constitute some of his best 
assaults. In the case of the cannibals, the in- 
comprehensible grunts that had thus far served 
them for speech suddenly proved inadequate for 
Conrad’s purpose of letting the European glimpse 
the unspeakable craving in their hearts. Weighing 
the necessity for consistency in the portrayal of the 
dumb brutes against the sensational advantages of 
securing their conviction by clear, unambiguous 
evidence issuing out of their own niouth, Conrad 
chose the latter. As for the announcement of Mr. 
Kurtz’s death by the “insolent black head of the 
doorway,” what better or more appropriate finis 
could be written to the horror story of that way- 
ward child of civilization who willfully had given 
his soul to the powers of darkness and “taken a high 
seat amongst the devils of the land” than the procla- 
mation of his physical death by the forces he had 
joined? 


It might be contended, of course, that the atti- 
tude to the African in Heart of Darkness is not Con- 
rad’s but that of his fictional narrator, Marlow, and 
that far from endorsing it Conrad might indeed be 
holding it up to irony and criticism. Certainly, Con- 
rad appears to go to considerable pains to set up 
layers of insulation between himself and the moral 
universe of his story. He has, for example, a nar- 
rator behind a narrator. The primary narrator is 
Marlow but his account is given to us through the 
filter of a second, shadowy person. But if Conrad’s 
intention is to draw a cordon sanitaire between 
himself and the moral and psychological malaise 
of his narrator, his care seems to me totally wasted 
because he neglects to hint however subtly or ten- 
tatively at an alternative frame of reference by 
which we may judge the actions and opinions of 
his characters. It would not have been beyond Con- 
rad’s power to make that provision if he had 
thought it necessary. Marlow seems to me to enjoy 
Conrad’s complete confidence—a feeling rein- 
forced by the close similarities between their ca- 
reers. 
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Marlow comes through to us not only as a wit- 
ness of truth, but one holding those advanced and 
humane views appropriate to the English liberal tra- 
dition which required all Englishmen of decency to 
be deeply shocked by atrocities in Bulgaria or the 
Congo of King Leopold of the Belgians or wher- 
ever. Thus Marlow is able to toss out such bleeding- 
heart sentiments as these: 


They were all dying slowly—it was very clear. They 
were not enemies, they were not criminals, they were 
nothing earthly now—nothing but black shadows of 
disease and starvation, lying confusedly in the green- 
ish gloom. Brought from all the recesses of the coast 
in all the legality of time contracts, lost in unconge- 
nial surroundings, fed on unfamiliar food, they sick- 
ened, became inefficient, and were then allowed to 
crawl away and rest. 


The kind of liberalism espoused here by 
Marlow/Conrad touched all the best minds of the 
age in England, Europe, and America. It took dif- 
ferent forms in the minds of different people but 
almost always managed to sidestep the ultimate 
question of equality between white people and 
black people. That extraordinary missionary, 
Albert Schweitzer, who sacrificed brilliant careers 
in music and theology in Europe for a life of ser- 
vice to Africans in much the same area as Conrad 
writes about, epitomizes the ambivalence. In a 
comment which I have often quoted but must quote 
one last time Schweitzer says: “The African is in- 
deed my brother but my junior brother.” And so he 
proceeded to build a hospital appropriate to the 
needs of junior brothers with standards of hygiene 
reminiscent of medical practice in the days before 
the germ theory of disease came into being. Natu- 
rally, he became a sensation in Europe and Amer- 
ica. Pilgrims flocked, and I believe still flock even 
after he has passed on, to witness the prodigious 
miracle in Lamberene, on the edge of the primeval 
forest. 


Conrad’s liberalism would not take him quite 
as far as Schweitzer’s, though. He would not use 
the word “brother” however qualified; the farthest 
he would go was “kinship.” When Marlow’s 
African helmsman falls down with a spear in his 
heart he gives his white master one final disquiet- 
ing look. 

And the intimate profundity of that look he gave me 
when he received his hurt remains to this day in my 


memory—like a claim of distant kinship affirmed in 
a supreme moment. 


It is important to note that Conrad, careful as 
ever with his words, is not talking so much about 
distant kinship as about someone laying a claim on 
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it. The black man lays a claim on the white man 
which is well-nigh intolerable. It is the laying of 
this claim which frightens and at the same time fas- 
cinates Conrad, “... the thought of their human- 
ity—like yours ... Ugly.” 

The point of my observations should be quite 
clear by now, namely, that Conrad was a bloody 
racist. That this simple truth is glossed over in crit- 
icism of his work is due to the fact that white racism 
against Africa is such a normal way of thinking that 
its manifestations go completely undetected. Stu- 
dents of Heart of Darkness will often tell you that 
Conrad is concerned not so much with Africa as 
with the deterioration of one European mind caused 
by solitude and sickness. They will point out to you 
that Conrad is, if anything, less charitable to the 
Europeans in the story than he is to the natives. A 
Conrad student told me in Scotland last year that 
Africa is merely a setting for the disintegration of 
the mind of Mr. Kurtz. 


Which is partly the point: Africa as setting and 
backdrop which eliminates the African as human 
factor. Africa as a metaphysical battlefield devoid 
of all recognizable humanity, into which the wan- 
dering European enters at his peril. Of course, there 
is a preposterous and perverse kind of arrogance in 
thus reducing Africa to the role of props for the 
breakup of one petty European mind. But that is 
not even the point. The real question is the dehu- 
manization of Africa and Africans which this age- 
long attitude has fostered and continues to foster in 
the world. And the question is whether a novel 
which celebrates this dehumanization, which de- 
personalizes a portion of the human race, can be 
called a great work of art. My answer is: No, it can- 
not. I would not call that man an artist, for exam- 
ple, who composes an eloquent instigation to one 
people to fall upon another and destroy them. No 
matter how striking his imagery or how beautiful 
his cadences fall such a man is no more a great 
artist than another may be called a priest who reads 
the mass backwards or a physician who poisons his 
patients. All those men in Nazi Germany who lent 
their talent to the service of virulent racism whether 
in science, philosophy or the arts have generally 
and rightly been condemned for their perversions. 
The time is long overdue for taking a hard look at 
the work of creative artists who apply their talents, 
alas often considerable as in the case of Conrad, to 
set people against people. This, I take it, is what 
Yevtushenko is after when he tells us that a poet 
cannot be a slave trader at the same time, and gives 
the striking example of Arthur Rimbaud who was 
fortunately honest enough to give up any pretenses 
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to poetry when he opted for slave trading. For po- 
etry surely can only be on the side of man’s deliv- 
erance and not his enslavement; for the brother- 
hood and unity of all mankind and against the 
doctrines of Hitler’s master races or Conrad’s 
“rudimentary souls.”... 


[Conrad] was born in 1857, the very year in 
which the first Anglican missionaries were arriv- 
ing among my own people in Nigeria. It was cer- 
tainly not his fault that he lived his life at a time 
when the reputation of the black man was at a par- 
ticularly low level. But even after due allowances 
have been made for all the influences of contem- 
porary prejudice on his sensibility, there remains 
still in Conrad’s attitude a residue of antipathy to 
black people which his peculiar psychology alone 
can explain. His own account of his first encounter 
with a black man is very revealing: 

A certain enormous buck nigger encountered in Haiti 
fixed my conception of blind, furious, unreasoning 
rage, as manifested in the human animal to the end 
of my days. Of the nigger I used to dream for years 
afterwards. 

Certainly, Conrad had a problem with niggers. 
His inordinate love of that word itself should be of 
interest to psychoanalysts. Sometimes his fixation 
on blackness is equally interesting as when he gives 
us this brief description: 

A black figure stood up, strode on long black legs, 
waving long black arms. 

As though we might expect a black figure strid- 
ing along on black legs to have white arms! But so 
unrelenting is Conrad’s obsession. 


As a matter of interest Conrad gives us in A 
Personal Record what amounts to a companion 
piece to the buck nigger of Haiti. At the age of six- 
teen Conrad encountered his first Englishman in 
Europe. He calls him “my unforgettable English- 
man” and describes him in the following manner: 


{his] calves exposed to the public gaze ... dazzled 
the beholder by the splendor of their marble-like con- 
dition and their rich tone of young ivory ... The light 
of a headlong, exalted satisfaction with the world of 
men ... illumined his face ... and triumphant eyes. 
In passing he cast a glance of kindly curiosity and a 
friendly gleam of big, sound, shiny teeth ... his white 
calves twinkled sturdily. 


Irrational love and irrational hate jostling to- 
gether in the heart of that tormented man. But 
whereas irrational love may at worst engender fool- 
ish acts of indiscretion, irrational hate can endan- 
ger the life of the community.... 


Whatever Conrad’s problems were, you might 
say he is now safely dead. Quite true. Unfortu- 
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nately, his heart of darkness plagues us still. Which 
is why an offensive and totally deplorable book can 
be described by a serious scholar as “among the 
half dozen greatest short novels in the English lan- 
guage,” and why it is today perhaps the most com- 
monly prescribed novel in the twentieth-century lit- 
erature courses in our own English Department 
here. Indeed the time is long overdue for a hard 
look at things. 


There are two probable grounds on which 
what I have said so far may be contested. The first 
is that it is no concern of fiction to please people 
about whom it is written. I will go along with that. 
But I am not talking about pleasing people. I am 
talking about a book which parades in the most 
vulgar fashion prejudices and insults from which 
a section of mankind has suffered untold agonies 
and atrocities in the past and continues to do so in 
many ways and many places today. I am talking 
about a story in which the very humanity of black 
people is called in question. It seems to me totally 
inconceivable that great art or even good art could 
possibly reside in such unwholesome surround- 
ings. 


Secondly, I may be challenged on the grounds 
of actuality. Conrad, after all, sailed down the 
Congo in 1890 when my own father was still a babe 
in arms, and recorded what he saw. How could I 
stand up in 1975, fifty years after his death and pur- 
port to contradict him? My answer is that as a sen- 
sible man I will not accept just any traveller’s tales 
solely on the grounds that I have not made the jour- 
ney myself. I will not trust the evidence even of a 
man’s very eyes when IJ suspect them to be as jaun- 
diced as Conrad’s.... 


But more important by far is the abundant tes- 
timony about Conrad’s savages which we could 
gather if we were so inclined from other sources 
and which might lead us to think that these people 
must have had other occupations besides merging 
into the evil forest or materializing out of it simply 
to plague Marlow and his dispirited band. For as it 
happened, soon after Conrad had written his book 
an event of far greater consequence was taking 
place in the art world of Europe. This is how Frank 
Willett, a British art historian, describes it [in 
African Art, 1971]: 


Gaugin had gone to Tahiti, the most extravagant in- 
dividual act of turning to a non-European culture in 
the decades immediately before and after 1900, 
when European artists were avid for new artistic ex- 
periences, but it was only about 1904-5 that African 
art began to make its distinctive impact. One piece 
is still identifiable; it is a mask that had been given 
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to Maurice Vlaminck in 1905. He records that De- 
rain was “speechless” and “stunned” when he saw 
it, bought it from Vlaminck and in turn showed it to 
Picasso and Matisse, who were also greatly affected 
by it. Ambroise Vollard then borrowed it and had it 
cast in bronze ... The revolution of twentieth cen- 
tury art was under way! 


The mask in question was made by other sav- 
ages living just north of Conrad’s River Congo. 
They have a name, the Fang people, and are with- 
out a doubt among the world’s greatest masters of 
the sculptured form. As you might have guessed, 
the event to which Frank Willett refers marked the 
beginning of cubism and the infusion of new life 
into European art that had run completely out of 
strength. 


The point of ail this is to suggest that Conrad’s 
picture of the people of the Congo seems grossly 
inadequate even at the height of their subjection to 
the ravages of King Leopold’s International Asso- 
ciation for the Civilization of Central Africa. Trav- 
ellers with closed minds can tell us little except 
about themselves. But even those not blinkered, 
like Conrad, with xenophobia, can be astonishingly 
blind.... 


As I said earlier, Conrad did not originate the 
image of Africa which we find in his book. It was 
and is the dominant image of Africa in the West- 
ern imagination and Conrad merely brought the pe- 
culiar gifts of his own mind to bear on it. For rea- 
sons which can certainly use close psychological 
inquiry, the West seems to suffer deep anxieties 
about the precariousness of its civilization and to 
have a need for constant reassurance by comparing 
it with Africa. If Europe, advancing in civilization, 
could cast a backward glance periodically at Africa 
trapped in primordial barbarity, it could say with 
faith and feeling: There go I but for the grace of 
God. Africa is to Europe as the picture is to Do- 
rian Gray—a carrier onto whom the master unloads 
his physical and moral deformities so that he may 
go forward, erect and immaculate. Consequently, 
Africa is something to be avoided just as the pic- 
ture has to be hidden away to safeguard the man’s 
jeopardous integrity. Keep away from Africa, or 
else! Mr. Kurtz of Heart of Darkness should have 
heeded that warning and the prowling horror in his 
heart would have kept its place, chained to its lair. 
But he foolishly exposed himself to the wild irre- 
sistible allure of the jungle and lo! the darkness 
found him out. 


In my original conception of this talk I had 
thought to conclude it nicely on an appropriately 
positive note in which I would suggest from my 
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privileged position in African and Western culture 
some advantages the West might derive from 
Africa once it rid its mind of old prejudices and be- 
gan to look at Africa not through a haze of distor- 
tions and cheap mystification but quite simply as a 
continent of people—not angels, but not rudimen- 
tary souls either—just people, often highly gifted 
people and often strikingly successful in their en- 
terprise with life and society. But as I thought more 
about the stereotype image, about its grip and per- 
vasiveness, about the willful tenacity with which 
the West holds it to its heart; when I thought of 
your television and the cinema and newspapers, 
about books read in schools and out of school, of 
churches preaching to empty pews about the need 
to send help to the heathen in Africa, I realized that 
no easy optimism was possible. And there is some- 
thing totally wrong in offering bribes to the West 
in return for its good opinion of Africa. Ultimately, 
the abandonment of unwholesome thoughts must 
be its own and only reward. Although I have used 
the word willful a few times in this talk to charac- 
terize the West’s view of Africa it may well be that 
what is happening at this stage is more akin to re- 
flex action than calculated malice. Which does not 
make the situation more, but less, hopeful. 

Source: Chinua Achebe, “An Image of Africa,” in The 


Massachusetts Review, Vol. XVIII, No. 4, Winter, 1977, pp. 
782-94. 


Walter F. Wright 

In the following excerpt, Wright suggests that 
the scene in which Marlow conceals the nature of 
Kurtz’s death “is really a study of the nature of 
truth.” 


The tragedy of Kurtz and the education of Mar- 
low fuse into one story, since for Marlow that 
tragedy represents his furthest penetration into the 
heart of darkness. As Marlow enters the forest to 
intercept Kurtz on the way toward the ceremonial 
blaze he senses the fascination which the savage 
ritual possesses. In the light of Conrad’s other tales 
we know that it is because he is guided by well- 
established habits that he is able to complete his 
mission and carry Kurtz back to his cot, though not 
before he himself has apprehended the lure of the 
primitive. He has duplicated in his own experience 
enough of Kurtz’s sensations to have good reason 
to wonder what is real and what is a false trick of 
the imagination. It was this fascination and bewil- 
derment that Conrad aimed to suggest, and the pre- 
senting of Kurtz at the most intense moment of his 
yielding to it was to transcend time and bring a 
unity of impression. 


When Marlow, soon after, hears the dying pro- 
nouncement, “the horror, the horror!” he has more 
than a mere intellectual awareness of what the 
words mean; and as we have vicariously shared 
Marlow’s quasi-hysterical emotion on the trip to- 
ward the camp fire, we feel likewise the com- 
pleteness with which Kurtz has savored degrada- 
tion. He is a universal genius because he has had 
both the dream of sweetness and sacrifice in a cause 
shared by others and the disillusionment of being, 
in the very midst of the savage adoration, irre- 
trievably alone, devoid of all standards, all hopes 
that can give him a sense of kinship with anything 
in the universe. Now, as he faces the last darkness 
of all, he cannot even know that Marlow under- 
stands and that he feels no right to condemn.... 


Conscious will was, in the novelist’s opinion, 
not merely fallible, but often dangerous. Reliance 
upon it could lead one completely away from hu- 
man sentiments. In Heart of Darkness itself Kurtz 
twice replies to Marlow that he is “perfectly” con- 
scious of what he is doing; his sinister actions are 
deliberate. This fact does not in the least, however, 
mean that Conrad wished for a condition devoid of 
will. He believed that man had the power to pur- 
sue the interpretation of experience with deliberate 
intent and by conscious endeavor to reduce it to 
proportions. The imagination would bring up the 
images and incidents, but the reason could help se- 
lect and arrange them until they became the essence 
of art. In his trip up the Congo and in his rapid de- 
scent Marlow is protected by habits which tend to 
preserve sanity, but the experience is of the imag- 
ination and emotions. Were he to stop short with 
the mere sensations, he would have no power to 
distinguish reality from the unreal, to speculate, 
with touchstones for reference, about life. What we 
are coming to is the obvious question, If Kurtz’s 
dictum represents the deepest penetration into one 
aspect of the mind, why did Conrad not stop there; 
why did he have Marlow tell the girl that Kurtz 
died pronouncing her name? Is the ending tacked 
on merely to relieve the horror, or has it a function 
in the conscious interpretation of life in the pro- 
portions of art? ... 


The fact is that Conrad, fully capable of build- 
ing to a traditional climax and stopping, wanted to 
put Kurtz’s life in the perspective which it must have 
for Marlow sub specie aeternitatis. Marlow does not 
have a final answer to life, but after we have shared 
with him the steady penetration to the brink of degra- 
dation we have almost forgotten what life otherwise 
is like. It is now that Conrad’s method of chrono- 
logical reversal is invaluable. We are quickly re- 
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turned to Europe, where the marvel of Kurtz’s ge- 
nius still remains, as if he had left but yesterday. 


The scene in which Marlow conceals from the 
girl the nature of Kurtz’s death is really a study of 
the nature of truth. If he had told the girl the sim- 
ple facts, he would have acknowledged that the pil- 
grims in their cynicism had the truth, that goodness 
and faith were the unrealities. Marlow appreciates 
this temptation, and we are hardly to suppose that 
sentimental weakness makes him resist it. He does 
not preach to us about the wisdom he has achieved; 
in fact he deprecates it, and now he says merely 
that to tell her would be “too dark altogether.” He 
is still perplexed as to the ethics of his deception 
and wishes that fate had permitted him to remain 
a simple reporter of incidents instead of making 
him struggle in the realm of human values. Yet in 
leaving in juxtaposition the fiancée’s ideal, a mat- 
ter within her own heart, and the fact of Kurtz’s 
death, Marlow succeeds in putting before us in his 
inconclusive way the two extremes that can exist 
within the human mind, and we realize that not one, 
but both of these are reality. 


When Marlow ends his monologue, his audi- 
ence [is] aware that the universe around them, 
which, when we began the story, seemed an ordi- 
nary, familiar thing, with suns rising and setting ac- 
cording to rule and tides flowing and ebbing sys- 
tematically for man’s convenience, is, after all, a 
thing of mystery. It is a vast darkness in that its 
heart is inscrutable. What, then, has Marlow 
gained, since he has ended with this conclusion 
which we might, a priori, accept as a platitude? He 
has certainly helped us eliminate the false as- 
sumptions by which day to day we act as if the uni- 
verse were a very simple contrivance, even while, 
perhaps, we give lip service to the contrary. More- 
over, instead of letting one faculty of the mind dom- 
inate and deny the pertinence of the others, he has 
achieved a reconciliation in which physical sensa- 
tion, imagination, and that conscious logic which 
selects and arranges have lost their apparent qual- 
ities of contradiction. He has achieved an orderly 
explanation, conscious and methodical, of the 
strange purlieus of the imagination. Because those 
recesses harbor shadows, the exploration must not 
be labeled conclusive; but the greatness of the dark- 
ness, instead of leaving a sense of the futility of ef- 
forts to dispel it, has drawn the artist to use his ut- 
most conscious skill. Life itself, if we agree with 
Conrad, may tend to seem to us as meaningless and 
chaotic as were many of Marlow’s sensations at the 
moment of his undergoing them, and the will may 
often appear to play no part at all, or a false part, 
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in guiding us. But the genius of art was for Con- 
rad that it accepted the most intense and seemingly 
reason-defying creations of the imagination and 
then discovered within them, rather than superim- 
posed upon them, a symmetry coherent and logi- 
cal. 


Through Marlow’s orderly narrative, with its 
perfect identity of fact and symbol, with its trans- 
formation of time and space into emotional and 
imaginative intensity, the shadows have contracted, 
and we are better able than before to speculate on 
the presences which seem to inhabit the very heart 
of darkness. Time is telescoped and we have as if 
in the same moment the exalted enthusiast and the 
man who denied all except horror; and we realize 
that they are and always have been the same man. 
We perceive that Africa itself, with its forests, its 
heat, and its mysteries, is only a symbol of the 
larger darkness, which is in the heart of man. 


Source: Walter F. Wright, “Ingress to the Heart of Dark- 
ness,” from his Romance and Tragedy in Joseph Conrad, 
University of Nebraska Press, 1949, reprinted in Conrad’s 
Heart of Darkness and the Critics, edited by Bruce Hark- 
ness, Wadsworth Publishing Company, Inc., 1960, pp. 
153-55. 
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The House on Mango Street 


The House on Mango Street, which appeared in 
1983, is a linked collection of forty-four short tales 
that evoke the circumstances and conditions of a 
Hispanic American ghetto in Chicago. The narra- 
tive is seen through the eyes of Esperanza Cordero, 
an adolescent girl coming of age. These concise 
and poetic tales also offer snapshots of the roles of 
women in this society. They uncover the dual 
forces that pull Esperanza to stay rooted in her cul- 
tural traditions on the one hand, and those that com- 
pel her to pursue a better way of life outside the 
barrio on the other. Throughout the book Sandra 
Cisneros explores themes of cultural tradition, gen- 
der roles, and coming of age in a binary society 
that struggles to hang onto its collective past while 
integrating itself into the American cultural land- 
scape. Cisneros wrote the vignettes while strug- 
gling with her identity as an author at the Univer- 
sity of Iowa’s Writers Workshop in the 1970s. She 
was influenced by Russian-born novelist and poet 
Vladimir Nabokov’s memoirs and by her own ex- 
periences as a child in the Chicago barrio. This en- 
gaging book has brought the author critical acclaim 
and a 1985 Before Columbus American Book 
Award. Specifically, it has been highly lauded for 
its impressionistic, poetic style and powerful im- 
agery. Though Cisneros is a young writer and her 
work is not plentiful, The House on Mango Street 
establishes her as a major figure in American lit- 
erature. Her work has already been the subject of 
numerous scholarly studies and is often at the fore- 
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front of works that explore the role of Latinas in 
American society. 


Author Biography 


The experiences of Esperanza, the adolescent 
protagonist of The House on Mango Street, closely 
resemble those of Sandra Cisneros’s childhood. 
The author was born to a Mexican father and a 
Mexican American mother in 1954 in Chicago, Illi- 
nois, the only daughter of seven children. The fam- 
ily, for whom money was always in short supply, 
frequently moved between the ghetto neighbor- 
hoods of Chicago and the areas of Mexico where 
her father’s family lived. Cisneros remembers that 
as a child she often felt a sense of displacement. 
By 1966 her parents had saved enough money for 
a down payment on a run-down, two-story house 
in a decrepit Puerto Rican neighborhood on 
Chicago’s north side. There Cisneros spent much 
of her childhood. This house, as well as the color- 
ful group of characters Cisneros observed around 
her in the barrio, served as inspiration for some of 
the stories in The House on Mango Street. 


The author once remarked, “Because we 
moved so much, and always in neighborhoods that 
appeared like France after World War Ii—empty 
lots and burned-out buildings—I retreated inside 
myself.” Cisneros was an introspective child with 
few friends; her mother encouraged her to read and 
write at a young age, and made sure her daughter 
had her own library card. The author wrote poems 
and stories as a schoolgirl, but the impetus for her 
career as a creative writer came during her college 
years, when she was introduced to the works of 
Donald Justice, James Wright, and other writers 
who made Cisneros more aware of her cultural 
roots. 


Cisneros graduated from Loyola University in 
1976 with a B.A. in English. She began to pursue 
graduate studies in writing at the University of 
Iowa, and earned a Master of Fine Arts degree in 
creative writing in 1978. Cisneros says that through 
high school and college, she did not perceive her- 
self as being different from her fellow English ma- 
jors. She spoke Spanish only at home with her fa- 
ther, but otherwise wrote and studied within the 
mainstream of American literature. At the Univer- 
sity of Iowa Writers’ Workshop, Cisneros found 
her true voice as an author. Compared with her 
more privileged, wealthier classmates from more 
stable environments, Cisneros’s cultural difference 
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as a Chicana became clear. Though at first she im- 
itated the style and tone of acclaimed American au- 
thors, Cisneros came to realize that her experience 
as a Hispanic woman differed from that of her 
classmates and offered an opportunity to develop 
her own voice. Cisneros once remarked, “Every- 
one seemed to have some communal knowledge 
which I did not have—My classmates were from 
the best schools in the country. They had been bred 
as fine hothouse flowers. I was a yellow weed 
among the city’s cracks.” The author began to ex- 
plore her past experiences, which served as the in- 
spiration of many of her stories and distinguished 
her from her peers. Her master’s thesis, My Wicked 
Wicked Ways (Iowa, 1978, published as a book in 
1987) is a collection of poems that begins to ex- 
plore daily experiences, encounters, and observa- 
tions in this new-found voice. 


Cisneros has held several fellowships that have 
allowed her to focus on her writing full-time. These 
awards have enabled her to travel to Europe and to 
other parts of the United States, including a stint in 
Austin, Texas, where she experienced another 
thriving community of Latin American culture. She 
has also taught creative writing and worked with 
students at the Latino Youth Alternative High 
Schoo! in Chicago. 
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Plot Summary 


The House on Mango Street is the coming of 
age story of Esperanza Cordero, a preadolescent 
Mexican American girl (Chicana) living in the con- 
temporary United States. A marked departure from 
the traditional novel form, The House on Mango 
Street is a slim book consisting of forty-four vi- 
gnettes, or literary sketches, narrated by Esperanza 
and ranging in length from two paragraphs to four 
pages. In deceptively simple language, the novel 
recounts the complex experience of being young, 
poor, female, and Chicana in America. The novel 
opens with a description of the Cordero family’s 
house on Mango Street, the most recent in a long 
line of houses they have occupied. Esperanza is dis- 
satisfied with the house, which is small and 
cramped, and doesn’t want to stay there. But 
Mango Street is her home now, and she sets out to 
try to understand it. 


Mango Street is populated by people with 
many different life stories, stories of hope and de- 
spair. First there is Esperanza’s own family: her 
kind father who works two jobs and is absent most 
of the time; her mother, who can speak two lan- 
guages and sing opera but never finished high 
school; her two brothers Carlos and Kiki; and her 
little sister Nenny. Of the neighborhood children 
Esperanza meets, there is Cathy, who shows her 
around Mango Street but moves out shortly there- 
after because the neighborhood is “getting bad.” 
Then there are Rachel and Lucy, sisters from 
Texas, who become Esperanza and Nenny’s best 
friends. There is Meme, who has a dog with two 
names, one in Spanish and one in English, and 
Louie the boy from Puerto Rico whose cousin 
steals a Cadillac one day and gives all the children 
a ride. 


Then there are the teenage girls of Mango 
Street, whom Esperanza studies carefully for clues 
about becoming a woman. There is Marin from 
Puerto Rico, who sells Avon cosmetics and takes 
care of her younger cousins, but is waiting for a 
boyfriend to change her life. There is Alicia, who 
must take care of her father and siblings because 
her mother is dead, but is determined to keep go- 
ing to college. And there is Esperanza’s beautiful 
friend Sally, who marries in the eighth grade in or- 
der to get away from her father but is now for- 
bidden by her husband to see her friends. Esper- 
anza, Nenny, Lucy, and Rachel discover that 
acting sexy is more dangerous than liberating when 
a neighbor gives them four pairs of hand-me-down 
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high heels. They strut around the neighborhood 
acting like the older girls until a homeless man ac- 
costs them. After fleeing, the girls quickly take off 
the shoes with the intention of never wearing them 
again. 

The grown women Esperanza comes across on 
Mango Street are less daring and hopeful than the 
teenage girls, but they have acquired the wisdom 
that comes with experience. They advise Esper- 
anza not to give up her independence in order to 
become a girlfriend or wife. Her Aunt Lupe, who 
was once pretty and strong but is now dying, en- 
courages Esperanza to write poetry. Her mother, 
who was once a good student, a “smart cookie,” 
regrets having dropped out of school. There are 
other women in the neighborhood who don’t fit 
into either category, like Edna’s Ruthie, a grown- 
up who “likes to play.” While the text implies that 
Ruthie is developmentally disabled, Esperanza 
perceives her as somebody who “sees lovely things 
everywhere.” 


Through observing and interacting with her 
neighbors, Esperanza forms a connection to Mango 
Street which conflicts with her desire to leave. At 
the funeral for Rachel and Lucy’s baby sister she 
meets their three old aunts who read her palm and 
her mind: 


Esperanza. The one with marble hands called me 
aside. Esperanza. She held my face with her blue- 
veined hands and looked and looked at me. A long 
silence. When you leave you must remember always 
to come back, she said. 


What? 


When you leave you must remember to come back 
for the others. A circle, understand? You will always 
be Esperanza. You will always be Mango Street. You 
can’t erase what you know. You can’t forget who you 
are. 


Then I didn’t know what to say. It was as if she could 
read my mind, as if she knew what I had wished for, 
and I felt ashamed for having made such a selfish 
wish. 


You must remember to come back. For the ones who 
cannot leave as easily as you. You will remember? 
She asked as if she was telling me. Yes, yes, I said 
a little confused. 


The three sisters tell Esperanza that while she 
will go far in life she must remember to come back 
to Mango Street for the others who do not get as 
far. By the novel’s end Esperanza has realized that 
her writing is one way to maintain the connection 
to Mango Street without having to give up her own 
independence. She will tell the stories of the “ones 
who cannot out.” 
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The House on Mango Street 
Characters 


Alicia 

“Alicia Who Sees Mice” is a young woman 
burdened by taking care of her family while at- 
tending college in order to escape her way of life 
in the barrio. She is only afraid of mice, which 
serve as a metaphor for her poverty. 


Cathy 


Cathy, “Queen of Cats,” as Esperanza calls her 
because of her motley collection of felines, is one 
of Esperanza’s neighborhood playmates. Cathy 
tells Esperanza that she and her family are leaving 
because the neighborhood into which Esperanza 
has just moved is going downhill. 


Carlos Cordero 

Carlos is Esperanza’s younger brother. The 
brothers have little interaction with Esperanza and 
Nenny outside of the structure of the household. 


Esperanza Cordero 

“In English my name means hope. In Spanish 
it means too many letters,” says Esperanza Cordero. 
In a child-like voice, Esperanza records impressions 
of the world around her. Her perceptions range from 
humorous anecdotes pulled from life in the barrio 
to more dark references to crime and sexual provo- 
cation. Through Esperanza’s eyes, the reader 
catches short yet vivid glimpses of the other char- 
acters, particularly the females in Esperanza’s 
neighborhood. In part, Esperanza finds her sense of 
self-identity among these women. With a sense of 
awe and mystery, for example, she looks to older 
girls who wear black clothes and makeup. She ex- 
periments with womanhood herself in “The Family 
of Little Feet,” a story in which Esperanza and her 
friends cavort about the neighborhood in high heel 
shoes, but are forced to flee when they attract un- 
wanted male attention. Esperanza’s sense of self- 
identity is also interwoven with her family’s house, 
which emerges throughout the book as an impor- 
tant metaphor for her circumstances. She longs for 
her own house, which serves as a symbol of the sta- 
bility, financial means, and sense of belonging that 
she lacks in her environment: “a house all my 
own—Only a house quiet as snow, a space for my- 
self to go, clean as paper before the poem.” 

As the stories develop, Esperanza matures. She 
turns from looking outward at her world to a more 
introspective viewpoint that reveals several sides of 
her character. Esperanza is a courageous girl who 
recognizes the existence of a bigger world beyond 


her constraining neighborhood, and who, toward the 
end of the book, is compelled by her own inner 
strength to leave the barrio. Nonetheless, Esperanza 
demonstrates empathy for those around her, partic- 
ularly those who do not see beyond the confines of 
their situations: “One day I will say goodbye to 
Mango. I am too strong for her to keep me here for- 
ever. One day I will go away. Friends and neigh- 
bors will say, What happened to that Esperanza? 
Where did she go with all these books and paper? 
Why did she march so far away? They will not know 
I have gone away to come back. For the ones I left 
behind. For the ones who cannot out.” In “Bums in 
the Attic,” Esperanza says, “One day lIl own my 
own house, but I won’t forget who or where I came 
from.” The tension between Esperanza’s emotional 
ties to this community and her desire to transcend 
it establish a sense of attraction and repulsion that 
characterize the work. 


Kiki Cordero 
Kiki, “with hair like fur,’ is Esperanza’s 
younger brother. 


Magdalena Cordero 


“Nenny” is Esperanza’s younger sister. Esper- 
anza sees her little sister as childish and unable to 
understand the world as she does: “Nenny is too 
young to be my friend. She’s just my sister and that 
was not my fault. You don’t pick your sisters, you 
just get them and sometimes they come like 
Nenny.” However, because the two girls have 
brothers, Esperanza understands that Nenny is her 
own responsibility to guide and protect. Esperanza 
and Nenny share common bonds both as sisters and 
as Chicana females. In the story “Laughter,” a cer- 
tain neighborhood house reminds both sisters of 
Mexico, a connection possible only because of their 
shared experience: “Nenny says: Yes, that’s Mex- 
ico all right. That’s what I was thinking exactly.” 


Mama Cordero 

Esperanza’s mother is typical of the women in 
Latin American communities whose life is defined 
by marriage, family, children, and traditionally fe- 
male activities. Mama reveals herself as a super- 
stitious figure who tells Esperanza that she was 
born on an evil day and that she will pray for her. 
Mama operates as a caretaker and has authority 
over her household, and she is portrayed as a mar- 
tyr, sacrificing her own needs for those of her fam- 
ily. “I could’ ve been somebody, you know?” Mama 
proclaims to Esperanza, explaining that she left 
school because she was ashamed that she didn’t 
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have nice clothes. Mama wishes for her daughters 
a better life outside the cycle of subjugation that 
characterizes her own, and she views education as 
the ticket out of that way of life. 


Nenny Cordero 
See Magdalena Cordero 


Papa Cordero 

Esperanza’s father is portrayed as a man bur- 
dened with the obligation of providing for his fam- 
ily. Papa holds up a lottery ticket hopefully as he 
describes to the family the house they will buy one 
day. In the story “Papa Who Wakes Up Tired in the 
Dark,” Papa reveals his vulnerability to Esperanza, 
his eldest child, when he learns of his own father’s 
death and asks her to convey the news to her sib- 
lings while he returns to Mexico for the funeral. 


Earl 

This man with a southern accent, a jukebox re- 
pairman according to Esperanza, appears in the 
story “The Earl of Tennessee.” He occupies a dark 
basement apartment and brings home women of ill 
repute whom Esperanza and her friends naively 
take to be his wife. 


Elenita 

Elenita, “witch woman” who tells fortunes 
with the help of Christian icons, tarot cards, and 
other accouterments, tells Esperanza after reading 
her cards that she sees a “home in the heart. This 
leaves Esperanza disappointed that a “real house” 
does not appear in her future. 


Louie 

The oldest in a family of girls, Louie and his 
family rent a basement apartment from Meme Or- 
tiz’s mother. His cousin Marin lives with the fam- 
ily and helps take care of his younger sisters. Al- 
though Louie is really her brother’s friend, 
Esperanza notices that he “has two cousins and that 
his t-shirts never stay tucked in his pants.” 


Lucy 

Lucy is a neighborhood girl whom Esperanza 
befriends even though her clothes “are crooked and 
old.” Lucy and her sister Rachel are among the first 
friends Esperanza makes when she moves onto 
Mango Street. 


Mamacita 


In “No Speak English,” Mamacita is the plump 
mother of a man across the street, a comic and 
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Media L 
Adaptations &® 


e The House on Mango Street was adapted as a 
sound recording entitled House on Mango 
Street; Woman Hollering Creek, published by 
Random House in 1992. It is read by Sandra Cis- 
neros. 


tragic figure who stays indoors all the time because 
of her fear of speaking English. 


Marin 

Marin is a Puerto Rican neighbor, an older girl 
with whom Esperanza and her friends are fasci- 
nated. Marin wears makeup, sells Avon, and has a 
boyfriend in Puerto Rico whom she secretly intends 
to marry, but meanwhile, she is responsible for the 
care of her younger cousins. 


Minerva 

Minerva is a young woman not much older 
than Esperanza who “already has two kids and a 
husband who left.” 


Juan Ortiz 

“Meme” is a neighbor of Esperanza’s who has 
a large sheepdog. “The dog is big, like a man 
dressed in a dog suit, and runs the same way its 
owner does, clumsy and wild and with the limbs 
flopping all over the place like untied shoes.” 


Meme Ortiz 
See Juan Ortiz 


Rachel 

Rachel is Lucy’s sister, a sassy girl according 
to Esperanza. Esperanza and Lucy parade around 
the neighborhood in high heel shoes with her in the 
story “The Family of Little Feet.” 


Rafaela 

Rafaela stays indoors and observes the world 
from her windowsill, “because her husband is 
afraid Rafaela will run away since she is too beau- 
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tiful to look at.” Rafaela stands as a symbol for the 
interior world of women on Mango Street, whose 
lives are circumscribed and bound by the structure 


of home and family. 


Ruthie 

Ruthie, “the only grown-up we know who likes 
to play,” is a troubled, childlike woman whose hus- 
band left her and was forced to move from her own 
house in the suburbs back to Mango Street with her 
mother. 


Sally 

Sally wears black clothes, short skirts, nylons, 
and makeup. Esperanza looks upon her with fasci- 
nation and wonder, and wants to emulate her, but 
the dark side of Sally’s life is revealed in her rela- 
tionship with her abusive father. She trades one 
type of ensnarement for another by marrying a 
marshmallow salesman before the eighth grade. 


Sire 

Sire is a young man who leers at Esperanza as 
she walks down the street, provoking in her inex- 
tricable feelings of desire, foreboding, and fear. Es- 
peranza says that “it made your blood freeze to have 
somebody look at you like that.” 


The Three Sisters 

“The Three Sisters” are Rachel and Lucy’s el- 
derly aunts who come to visit when Rachel and 
Lucy’s baby sister dies. The three ladies recognize 
Esperanza’s strong-willed nature, and plead with 
her not to forget the ones she leaves behind on 
Mango Street when she flees from there one day. 


Rosa Vargas 

In the story, “There Was an Old Woman She 
Had So Many Children She Didn’t Know What to 
Do,” Rosa is portrayed as a woman left in the lurch 
by a husband who abandoned her and their unruly 
kids. “They are bad those Vargas, and how can they 
help it with only one mother who is tired all the 
time from buttoning and bottling and babying, and 
who cries every day for the man who left without 
even leaving a dollar for bologna or a note ex- 
plaining how come.” 


Themes 


Coming of Age 
Through various themes in The House on 
Mango Street Esperanza reveals herself as both a 


product of the community in which she lives and 
one of the only figures courageous enough to tran- 
scend her circumstances. Like all adolescents, Es- 
peranza struggles to forge her own identity. In 
many respects, Esperanza’s own keen observations 
and musings about the women in her neighborhood 
are her way of processing what will happen to her 
in the future and what is within her power to 
change. On the one hand, she is surrounded by ado- 
lescent myths and superstitions about sexuality. In 
the story “Hips,” the adolescent Esperanza con- 
templates why women have hips: “The bones just 
one day open. One day you might decide to have 
kids, and then where are you going to put them?” 
Esperanza boldly experiments with the trappings 
of womanhood by wearing high heels in “The 
Family of Little Feet,” and in “Sally,” she looks 
enviously to the girl as an image of maturity: “My 
mother says to wear black so young is dangerous, 
but I want to buy shoes just like yours.” However, 
Esperanza’s brushes with sexuality are dangerous 
and negative in “The First Job” and “Red Clowns,” 
and she feels betrayed by the way love is portrayed 
by her friends, the movies, and magazines. Esper- 
anza observes characters such as Sally, Minerva, 
and Rafaela, who, through early and abusive mar- 
riages, are trapped in the neighborhood and into 
identifying themselves through their male connec- 
tions. After witnessing this, Esperanza says in 
“Beautiful & Cruel,” “I have decided not to grow 
up tame like the others who lay their necks on the 
threshold waiting for the ball and chain.” Esper- 
anza also forges her identity through the metaphor 
of the house. Her longing for a house of her own 
underscores her need for something uplifting and 
stable with which she can identify. Throughout the 
book there is a tension between Esperanza’s ties 
to the barrio and her impressions of another kind 
of life outside of it. Ultimately, Esperanza’s abil- 
ity to see beyond her immediate surroundings al- 
lows her to transcend her circumstances and im- 
maturity. 


Culture and Heritage 


Difference 

Esperanza keenly observes the struggles of 
Hispanic Americans who wish to preserve the 
essence of their heritage while striving to forge pro- 
ductive lives within American culture. It is through 
the sordid details of the lives of Esperanza’s neigh- 
bors that we glimpse the humorous, moving, and 
tragic sides of these struggles. Esperanza’s com- 
munity serves as a microcosm of Latinos in Amer- 
ica, and her own identity is interwoven with the 
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identity of the neighborhood. People in the barrio 
relate to one another because of a shared past and 
current experience. In “Those Who Don’t,” Esper- 
anza considers the stereotypes and fears that whites 
have of Latinos and vice versa. Cisneros weaves 
together popular beliefs, traditions, and other ves- 
tiges of the countries from which she and her 
neighbors trace their ancestry. In “No Speak Eng- 
lish,” for example, an old woman paints her walls 
pink to recall the colorful appearance of the houses 
in Mexico, a seemingly hopeless gesture in the drab 
underbelly of Chicago. She wails when her grand- 
son sings the lyrics to an American television com- 
mercial but cannot speak Spanish. The tragic Ma- 
macita risks losing her identity if she assimilates, 
like her little grandson, into American culture. In 
“Elenita, Cards, Palm, Water,” the so-called “witch 
woman” of the neighborhood preserves the old 
wives’ tales, superstitions, and traditional remedies 
for curing headaches, forgetting an old flame, and 
curing insomnia. 


Despite these ties to the past, Esperanza leaves 
no doubt that she is destined to leave this neigh- 
borhood for a bigger world outside the barrio, an 
allusion to her dual cultural loyalties. Esperanza be- 
lieves that one day she will own her own house out- 
side the neighborhood. However, she also leaves 
no doubt that she will return one day for those un- 
able to leave the environment on their own. In 
“Bums in the Attic,” for example, she describes 
how she will let bums sleep in the attic of her house 
one day, “because I know how it is to be without 
a house.” In “The Three Sisters,” Esperanza gives 
further foreshadowing that she will one day leave 
Mango Street, but will return to help others. “You 
will always be Mango Street,” three ladies tell her. 
“You can’t erase what you know. You can’t forget 
who you are.” Esperanza leaves the reader with the 
notion that she will leave but will not forget her 
roots. Though she does not always want to belong 
to this environment, she realizes that her roots are 
too strong to resist. The books and papers Esper- 
anza takes with her at the end of the book are her 
means of freedom from the ugly house and the so- 
cial constraints on the neighborhood. 


Gender Roles 


The House on Mango Street is dedicated “a las 
Mujeres”—to the women. As the narrator, Esper- 
anza offers the reader the greatest insights into the 
lives of female characters. One of the most endur- 
ing themes of the book is the socialization of fe- 
males within Chicano society based on the fixed 
roles of the family. Cisneros explores the dynam- 
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Topics for 
Further 
Study ` 


e Characterize the social constraints of the women 
in Esperanza’s neighborhood, and describe how 
Esperanza both responds to and transcends the 
social forces in her environment. 


e Discuss the metaphor of the house in The House 
on Mango Street. 


e Discuss The House on Mango Street in rela- 
tionship to the history of Mexican Americans in 
large cities of the United States. 


ics of women’s lives within this precarious and 
male-dominated society, where the conditions of 
females are predetermined by economic and social 
constraints. For most women in the neighborhood, 
these constraints are too powerful to overcome. 
However, Esperanza possesses the power to see be- 
yond her circumstances and the world of the ghetto, 
while those around her fall prey to it and perpetu- 
ate its cycle. Esperanza’s mother is typical of a His- 
panic woman grounded in this way of life. 


Throughout the book, Esperanza deals with 
themes of womanhood, especially the role of single 
mothers. The interior world of females whose lives 
are tied to activities inside the house is contrasted 
with the external world of males, who go to work 
and operate in society at large. In “Boys & Girls,” 
for example, Esperanza notes the difference between 
herself and her brothers: “The boys and the girls live 
in separate worlds. The boys in their universe and 
we in ours. My brothers for example. They’ve got 
plenty to say to me and Nenny inside the house. But 
outside they can’t be seen talking to girls.” 


Esperanza offers a feminine view of growing 
up in a Chicano neighborhood in the face of a so- 
cialization process that keeps women married, at 
home, and immobile within the society. The 
women in this book face domineering fathers and 
husbands, and raise children, often as single par- 
ents, under difficult circumstances. Many tales 
have tragic sides, such as those that paint the con- 
strained existence of some of the women and girls 
in the neighborhood under the strong arm of hus- 
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bands or fathers. The story “There Was an Old 
Woman She Had So Many Children She Didn’t 
Know What to Do,” tells of an abandoned young 
wife and her unruly children. In “Linoleum Roses,” 
Sally is not allowed to talk on the phone or look 
out the window because of a jealous, domineering 
husband. Girls marry young in this society: “Min- 
erva is only a little bit older than me but already 
she has two kids and a husband who left.” But Es- 
peranza is a courageous character who defies the 
stereotypes of Chicanas. She laments the attitudes 
that prevail in her community. Of her name, Es- 
peranza says, “It was my great-grandmother’s 
name and now it is mine. She was a horse woman 
too, born like me in the Chinese year of the horse— 
which is supposed to be bad luck if you’re born fe- 
male—but I think this is a Chinese lie because the 
Chinese, like the Mexicans, don’t like their women 
strong.” It is Esperanza’s power to see beyond the 
barriers of her neighborhood, fueled by her educa- 
tion gained through reading and writing, that keep 
her from being trapped in the same roles as the 
women who surround her. 


Point of View 

The House on Mango Street is narrated by the 
adolescent Esperanza, who tells her story in the 
form of short, vivid tales. The stories are narrated 
in the first person (“T’), giving the reader an inti- 
mate glimpse of the girl’s outlook on the world. Al- 
though critics often describe Esperanza as a child- 
like narrator, Cisneros said in a 1992 interview in 
Interviews with Writers of the Post-Colonial World: 
“Tf you take Mango Street and translate it, it’s Span- 
ish. The syntax, the sensibility, the diminutives, the 
way of looking at inanimate objects—that’s not a 
child’s voice as is sometimes said. That’s Spanish! 
I didn’t notice that when I was writing it.” Incor- 
porating and translating Spanish expressions liter- 
ally into English, often without quotation marks, 
adds a singular narrative flavor that distinguishes 
Cisneros’s work from that of her peers. 


Setting 

The House on Mango Street is set in a Latino 
neighborhood in Chicago. Esperanza briefly de- 
scribes some of the rickety houses in her neighbor- 
hood, beginning with her own, which she says is 
“small and red with tight steps in front.” Of Meme 
Ortiz’s house, Esperanza says that “Inside the floors 
slant—And there are no closets. Out front there are 
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twenty-one steps, all lopsided and jutting like 
crooked teeth.” Mamacita’s son paints the inside 
walls of her house pink, a reminder of the Mexican 
home she left to come to America. The furniture in 
Elena’s house is covered in red fur and plastic. Es- 
peranza gives the impression of a crowded neigh- 
borhood where people live in close quarters and lean 
out of windows, and where one can hear fighting, 
talking, and music coming from other houses on the 
street. Esperanza describes the types of shops in the 
concrete landscape of Mango Street: a laundromat, 
a junk store, the corner grocery. Cats, dogs, mice, 
and cockroaches make appearances at various times. 
However, while Esperanza gives fleeting glimpses 
of specific places, the images that the girl paints of 
her neighborhood are mostly understood through 
the people that inhabit it. 


Structure 

Just like Esperanza, whose identity isn’t easy 
to define, critics have had difficulty classifying The 
House on Mango Street. Is it a collection of short 
stories? A novel? Essays? Autobiography? Poetry? 
Prose poems? The book is composed of very short, 
loosely organized vignettes. Each stands as a whole 
in and of itself, but collectively the stories cumu- 
late in a mounting progression that creates an un- 
derlying coherence; the setting remains constant, 
and the same characters reappear throughout the 
tales. Cisneros once explained: “I wanted to write 
stories that were a cross between poetry and fic- 
tion—{I] wanted to write a collection which could 
be read at any random point without having any 
knowledge of what came before or after.” Despite 
the disjunctive nature of the stories, as they evolve, 
Esperanza undergoes a maturation process, and she 
emerges at the end showing a more courageous and 
forthright facade. 


Imagery 

Despite certain underlying threads that link the 
tales in The House on Mango Street, the stories 
nonetheless remain disembodied from the kind of 
master narrative that typifies much of American fic- 
tion. The stories have a surreal and fragmented qual- 
ity consistent with short, impressionistic glimpses 
into the mind of Esperanza. Rather than relying on 
long descriptive and narrative sequences that char- 
acterize many novels in English, Cisneros reveals 
dialogue and evokes powerful imagery with few 
words. With a minimum number of words, Cisneros 
includes humorous elements like the nicknames of 
her playmates, family, and neighbors—Nenny, 
Meme, and Kiki, for example. But she also, with 
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few descriptive elements, evokes the ugliness of vi- 
olence and sexual aggression swirling around her in 
the barrio. The author’s carefully crafted, compact 
sentences convey poignant meanings that can be 
read on different levels. Seemingly simple dialogue 
reveals deeper, underlying concerns of the narrator. 
A straightforward dialogue between Esperanza and 
Nenny about a house that reminded the girls of Mex- 
ico in the story “Laughter,” for example, evokes the 
connection of the girls to one another and to the 
country of their heritage. The bizarre yet moving 
experiences of Esperanza evoke a social commen- 
tary but do not explicitly state it. Cisneros strikes a 
tenuous balance between humor and pathos, be- 
tween tragic and comic elements. 


Symbols 

Several important symbolic elements charac- 
terize The House on Mango Street. First, the im- 
age of the house is a powerful one. The house that 
Esperanza lives in—small, crooked, drab—con- 
trasts with the image of the house that Esperanza 
imagines for herself in “Bums in the Attic”: “I want 
a house on a hill like the ones with the gardens 
where Papa works.” But the metaphor of the house 
is more than pure materialism. The house repre- 
sents everything that Esperanza does not have—fi- 
nancial means and pleasant surroundings—but 
more importantly, it represents stability, triumph, 
and transcendence over the pressures of the neigh- 
borhood. Throughout the book, especially in sto- 
ries such as “The House on Mango Street,” and “A 
Rice Sandwich,” Esperanza struggles with the em- 
barrassment of poverty: “You live there? The way 
she [aunt] said it made me feel like nothing. There. 
I lived there.” Another important symbol in the 
book are the trappings of womanhood—shoes, 
makeup, black clothes—that fascinate and intimi- 
date the adolescent Esperanza, who carefully ob- 
serves the other women in her community. Al- 
though at times these signs of womanhood leave 
Esperanza feeling betrayed, in “Beautiful & Cruel,” 
she sees them as potential for power: “In the movies 
there is always one with red red lips who is beau- 
tiful and cruel. She is the one who drives the men 
crazy and laughs them all away. Her power is her 
own. She will not give it away.” 


Tone 

Cisneros’s writing is often compared to music 
for its poetic, lyrical quality. The House on Mango 
Street has a strong aural character, and the author 
clearly has an interest in sound that comes through 
in much of her poetry. Esperanza speaks in a sing- 
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song voice, with the repetitive quality of a nursery 
rhyme. Cisneros’s tone is at once youthful and 
lighthearted, but displays a tragic or menacing tone 
at times. Cisneros once commented, “I wanted sto- 
ries like poems, compact and lyrical and ending 
with reverberation.” In her more recent works, Cis- 
neros has outgrown the girlish voice of Esperanza 
and takes on more mature themes while retaining 


this distinctive lyrical quality in her writing. 


Historical Context 





Mexican Immigration to the United 
States 

Cisneros plays on her dual Mexican American 
heritage throughout her work, and The House on 
Mango Street in particular reflects the experience 
of Mexicans in the United States. In the mid- 
nineteenth century, Mexico ceded its northern ter- 
ritories (present-day California, Arizona, and New 
Mexico) to the United States at the end of the Mex- 
ican War, and Mexican landowners lost many of 
their rights under the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo. 
From about 1900 to 1920, immigrants from Mex- 
ico were actively recruited into the United States 
as low-cost labor for railroad, mining, and other in- 
dustries, especially throughout the southwestern 
United States. Mexican immigration was wide- 
spread and unregulated through the 1920s, when 
immigration from Mexico and some other countries 
hit its peak. Between World War I and World War 
II, however, Mexican immigration came to a halt 
due in part to the pressures of the Great Depres- 
sion, and Mexican Americans faced repatriation, 
poverty, and rampant discrimination. 


Despite their contribution and service to the 
U.S. Army during World War II, Mexican Ameri- 
cans continued to face discrimination upon return- 
ing home after World War II. For example, many 
Mexican Americans were treated like second-class 
citizens. And throughout the fifties and sixties, de- 
spite their eagerness to integrate more fully into 
American society, Mexican Americans were still 
treated as “outsiders” by mainstream American cul- 
ture. Despite their push for civil rights throughout 
the 1960s and the 1970s, many Chicanos still faced 
discrimination that limited opportunities for ad- 
vancement. By 1983, when The House on Mango 
Street was published, stringent U.S. immigration 
laws had long limited the number of Mexicans who 
were allowed to immigrate to the United States. 
Those who had immigrated legally or been born in 
America still experienced stereotyping and biases 
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in American culture at large. In “Those Who 
Don’t,” Cisneros evokes the stereotyping of Mex- 
ican Americans: “Those who don’t know any bet- 
ter come into our neighborhood scared. They think 
we're dangerous. They think we will attack them 


with shiny knives.” 


Because of the discrimination often leveled at 
Spanish-speaking populations by English-speaking 
Americans, many Mexican Americans choose to 
resist speaking Spanish except among family 
within the privacy of their homes. Cisneros, for ex- 
ample, remembers that she only spoke Spanish with 
her father at home, while otherwise being fully in- 
tegrated within the mainstream American educa- 
tional system. On the other hand, other Mexican 
Americans, particularly those of the older genera- 
tions who retained a nostalgia for their mother 
country, never relinquished the use of Spanish as 
their primary tongue. In The House on Mango 
Street, for example, Mamacita consciously refused 
to speak English because for her it represented a 
blatant rejection of her past and her identity, and 
she limited her English vocabulary to “He not 
here,” “No speak English,” and “Holy smokes.” Es- 
peranza’s father remembers eating nothing but 
“hamandeggs” when he first arrived in the United 
States because it was the only English phrase he 
knew. In the United States today, there is a renewed 
interest among the younger generation of Mexican 
Americans to learn and more fully appreciate the 
Spanish language. 


Hispanic American Population and 
Culture 

The largest number of Mexican Americans in 
the United States are concentrated in southern Cal- 
ifornia and Texas, with another sizable population 
in New York City. As one of the largest cities in 
the United States, Chicago historically has also at- 
tracted immigrants from around the world, includ- 
ing those from Mexico. Cisneros and her mother 
were born in the United States, as are many of the 
characters in The House on Mango Street. Never- 
theless, they retain strong ties with their Mexican 
heritage and are integrated into the Mexican Amer- 
ican communities throughout the country. In dif- 
ferent parts of the country, these groups are referred 
to as “Mexican American,” “Mexicanos,” “Chi- 
canos,” and sometimes by the more general terms 
“Hispanics” or “Latinos,” which collectively de- 
scribes people from those cultures colonized by 
Spain from the fifteenth century to the present, in- 
cluding Cuba, Puerto Rico, Mexico, and many 
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other countries. The population of Hispanics in the 
United States continues to swell, and by some es- 
timates, they will make up about thirteen percent 
of the nation’s population by the early years of the 
twenty-first century. 


Historically, Mexican American men and 
women have suffered negative stereotyping and 
prejudices that prevented them from securing de- 
sirable jobs and being upwardly mobile within the 
society. Therefore, many remain concentrated in 
low-income neighborhoods like the one portrayed 
in The House on Mango Street. Poverty is a real- 
ity faced by many Mexican American populations 
living in the United States. In The House on 
Mango Street, the theme of poverty pervades the 
stories. In “Alicia Who Sees Mice,” for example, 
the mice are a symbol of poverty. Alicia, who 
stays up late studying because she “doesn’t want 
to spend her whole life in a factory or behind a 
rolling pin,” sees the mice scurrying around after 
dark, a symbol of her circumstances in the neigh- 
borhood. In The House on Mango Street, the 
source of Esperanza’s embarrassment about her 
house and her circumstances derives from the 
poverty that many Mexican Americans face. In 
“Bums in the Attic,” the economic disparity be- 
tween “people who live on hills” and those who 
live in the barrio is clear. 


The role of women within the history of the 
Hispanic community is significant. Although in 
The House on Mango Street and other works by 
Cisneros, some Mexican American women are por- 
trayed as trapped within a cycle of socialization, 
Cisneros noted in a 1992 interview in Interviews 
with Writers of the Post-Colonial World, “I have 
to say that the traditional role is kind of a myth. 
The traditional Mexican woman is a fierce woman. 
There’s a lot of victimization but we are also fierce. 
We are very fierce.” 


Cisneros says she was influenced by Ameri- 
can and British writers throughout high school, and 
she remembers reading works such as Lewis Car- 
roll’s Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland. But only 
when she was introduced to the Chicago writing 
scene in college and graduate school did Cisneros 
come in contact with Chicano writers. Later, Chi- 
cano writers like Gary Soto, Lorna Dee Cervantes, 
and Alberto Ríos were also among her circle of col- 
leagues. Today, Sandra Cisneros stands foremost 
among Chicana writers who emerged in the 1980s, 
including Ana Castillo, Denise Chávez, and Gloria 
Anzaldúa. 
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Critical Overview 





Although The House on Mango Street is Cis- 
neros’s first novel and appeared without high ex- 
pectations, over time it has become well known and 
lauded by critics. Bebe Moore Campbell, writing 
in New York Times Book Review, called The House 
on Mango Street a “radiant first collection.” The 
book, published in 1983, has provided Cisneros 
broad exposure as a writer. Her works are not nu- 
merous, but this book established the author as a 
major figure in contemporary American literature. 
Her work has already been the subject of scholarly 
works by historians of Chicana and women’s stud- 
ies. In 1985, it was awarded the Before Columbus 
American Book Award. Today many high schools 
and university departments, including Women’s 
Studies, Ethnic Studies, English, and Creative 
Writing, use the book in college courses. Cisneros 
has read her poetry at several conferences and has 
won several grants and awards in the United States 
and abroad. 


Critics usually discuss the importance of The 
House on Mango Street in terms of its incisive por- 
trayal of the race-class-gender paradigm that char- 
acterizes the Hispanic experience in the United 
States. The book eloquently expresses the tensions 
of growing up a minority in a white-dominated so- 
ciety and growing up a woman in a male-domi- 
nated society, accompanied by feelings of alien- 
ation and loneliness, change and transformation. 
Like many Chicano writers, Cisneros touches on 
themes of overcoming the burden of race, gender, 
and class, with which all the women in the book 
are strapped to a greater or lesser extent. Her vivid 
and powerful descriptions combined with her funny 
and compelling dialogue persuasively capture the 
essence of women’s lives within this precarious so- 
ciety. 


Critics also comment on the particularly fem- 
inine viewpoint of the socialization process that 
Cisneros offers as an important element of the 
work. In this regard, Cisneros parallels the work of 
other Chicana writers, forging a viewpoint hereto- 
fore only offered by male Hispanic American au- 
thors. Cisneros notes that it has taken longer for fe- 
male Chicana writers to get educated and make 
contributions parallel to those of the male Chicano 
writers who have been publishing works a few 
decades longer. Esperanza is portrayed as a bold 
girl who experiments with nontraditional roles of 
females within her society: “I have begun my own 
kind of war. Simple. Sure. I am one who leaves the 
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table like a man, without putting back the chair or 
picking up the plate.” Cisneros says that she writes 
about the things that haunt her from her past. “In 
my writing as well as in that of other Chicanas and 
other women, there is the necessary phase of deal- 
ing with those ghosts and voices most urgently 
haunting us, day by day.” 

Throughout her education Cisneros was ex- 
posed to mainstream English writing, and thus she 
began her own writing by imitating these authors. 
Her first poems were published in the journals Nue- 
stro and Revista Chicano-Riquefia, which gave Cis- 
neros the confidence to turn to major book pub- 
lishers thereafter. Although The House on Mango 
Street took five years to complete, she found her 
own voice and her own literary direction. Most crit- 
ics comment on Cisneros’s ability to convey pow- 
erful images through short, compact statements, 
and to vividly portray an experience or feeling in 
just a few words. Eduardo F. Elias noted that, “Hers 
is the work of a poet, a painter with words, who 
relies on sounds, plural meanings, and resonances 
to produce rich and varied images in each reader’s 
mind.” 


Cisneros has won numerous prestigious 
awards, most notably the 1985 Before Columbus 
American Book Award, and has read her poetry in 
public both in the United States and abroad. In the 
late 1980s, Cisneros spent time in Austin, Texas 
under a Paisano Dobie Fellowship, and won first 
and third prizes in the Segundo Concurso Nacional 
del Cuento Chicano from the University of Arizona 
for some of her short stories. In 1992 she received 
a National Endowment for the Arts grant, which 
permitted her to travel in Europe and develop new 
themes for her work. In the spring of 1993 she was 
in residence at the Fondation Michael Karolyi in 
Vence, France. Prior to winning these awards, she 
taught at Latino Youth Alternative High School in 
Chicago from 1978 to 1980. Her work is widely 
studied in the university and high school settings, 
and it fits well into different disciplines, including 
Women’s Studies, American literature, and Mexi- 
can American history. 


Janet Sarbanes 

In the following essay, Sarbanes, a doctoral 
candidate at the University of California—Los An- 
geles, assesses The House on Mango Street as an 
unusual example of both the novel form and the bil- 
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What 
Do I Read 
Next? 


e My Wicked Wicked Ways, published as a book 
in 1987 by Sandra Cisneros, is an adaptation of 
her master’s thesis from the University of Iowa. 
This collection of poems expresses various 
themes of the writer’s early career. 


¢ Woman Hollering Creek and Other Stories is 
Cisneros’s 1991 collection of stories character- 
izing Mexican Americans living in San Anto- 
nio, Texas. The book explores the process of so- 
cialization and cultural assimilation of Mexicans 
and Mexican Americans into American society. 


¢ Bad Boys is a short collection of poems by San- 
dra Cisneros published in 1980. Like The House 
on Mango Street, the poems in Bad Boys revolve 
around stories from Hispanic neighborhoods 
and are characterized by short, vivid phrases that 
evoke impressionistic images of her characters. 


e The Rodrigo Poems, another collection of po- 
etry by Sandra Cisneros published in 1985, re- 





flects a more mature voice that characterizes 
Cisneros’s work after The House on Mango 
Street. These poems are inspired by the author’s 
travels in Europe, and evoke her encounters with 
men, all of whom are anonymously referred to 
as “Rodrigo.” 


* Baseball in April: And Other Stories by Gary 
Soto (1990) realistically captures the daily lives 
of young Hispanics in this collection of eleven 
short stories. 


¢ Nicholasa Mohr’s Nilda, published in 1973, fea- 
tures a Puerto Rican girl living in the barrio of 
New York City during World War II, where she 
meets discrimination every day. 


¢ 1995’s The Air Down Here: True Tales from a 
South Bronx Boyhood, is a collection of remi- 
niscences from Gil C. Alicea and Carmen De- 
sena, who talk of real life for a teen in a His- 
panic neighborhood of New York City. 


dungsroman (“coming of age” story} as previously 
explored from the Chicano perspective. 


Sandra Cisneros is a Chicago-bor Chicana ac- 
tivist, poet, and fiction writer. She has published 
two collections of poems, Bad Boys(1980) and My 
Wicked Wicked Ways (1987), and a collection of 
short stories entitled Woman Hollering Creek 
(1991). Her novel, The House on Mango Street, 
(1983) was awarded the Before Columbus Ameri- 
can Book Award. 


The House on Mango Street is the fictional au- 
tobiography of Esperanza Cordera, an adolescent 
Mexican American girl who wants to be a writer. 
Unlike the chapters in a conventional novel, the 
forty-four vignettes, or literary sketches, which 
make up the novel could each stand on its own as 
a short story. Read together, they paint a striking 
portrait of a young Chicana struggling to find a 
place in her community without relinquishing her 
sense of self. 


Critics have identified the novel as an exam- 
ple of the growing up story, or bildungsroman, 
which forms a general theme of Chicano and Chi- 
cana literature. But Cisneros’s text differs from 
the traditional Chicano bildungsroman, in which 
the boy becomes a man by first acquiring self- 
sufficiency and then assuming his rightful place as 
a leader in the community. It also differs from the 
traditional Chicana bildungsroman, in which the 
girl must give up her freedom and sense of indi- 
viduality in order to join the community as a wife 
and mother. The goal of Esperanza, this novel’s 
protagonist and narrator, is to fashion an identity 
for herself which allows her to control her own des- 
tiny and at the same time maintain a strong con- 
nection to her community. 


The novel’s central image is the image of the 
house. The book begins with a description of the 
Corderos’ new house on Mango Street, a far cry 
from the dream house with “a great big yard and 
grass growing without a fence” they’d always 
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wanted, the house that would give them space and 
freedom. Instead, the house on Mango Street is 
“small and red with tight steps in front and win- 
dows so small you’d think they were holding their 
breath.” Though her parents insist they are only 
there temporarily, Esperanza knows the move is 
probably permanent. This is the house, the street, 
the identity she must now come to terms with one 
way or another. 


As evidenced by her reaction to the new house, 
Esperanza has a very strong sense of place: both of 
where she is and of where others are in relation to 
her. In the opening vignette she tells of when a nun 
from her school passed by the ramshackle apart- 
ment the Cordero family lived in before Mango 
Street and asked Esperanza in surprise if she lived 
there. Esperanza confesses “The way she said it 
made me feel like nothing.” Esperanza also strug- 
gles with being “placed” by her race and class in 
houses that are not hers, as in “Rice Sandwich,” 
when another nun assumes she lives in “a row of 
three-flats, the ones even the raggedy men are 
ashamed to go into.” 


Mango Street is populated by people who feel 
out of place, caught between two countries—like 
Mamacita in “No Speak English,” who wants to re- 
turn to Mexico. When her husband insists that the 
United States is her home and she must learn to 
speak English, Mamacita “lets out a cry, hysteri- 
cal, high, as if he had torn the only skinny thread 
that kept her alive, the only road out.” Esperanza 
herself feels caught between two cultures because 
of her name: “At school they say my name funny 
as if the syllables were made out of tin and hurt the 
roof of your mouth. But in Spanish my name is 
made out of a softer something, like silver.” Rather 
than be defined by either pronunciation, however, 
Esperanza asserts: “I would like to baptize myself 
under a new name, a name more like the real me, 
the one nobody sees. Esperanza as Lisandra or Mar- 
itza or Zeze the X.” 


As a girl on the cusp of adulthood, Esperanza 
is particularly concerned with the place of women 
in Latino culture. In “My Name,” she describes 
how her great-grandmother, also named Esperanza, 
was forced to marry her great-grandfather and then 
placed in his house like a “fancy chandelier.” The 
house became for her, as it is for many of the 
women Esperanza observes, a site of confinement: 
“she looked out the window her whole life, the way 
so many women sit their sadness on an elbow.” 
This image of the ventanera or woman by the win- 
dow, recurs throughout the novel. As Esperanza 
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looks around Mango Street, she sees other women 
trapped in their houses, women like Rafaela, who 
gets locked indoors when her husband goes out to 
play poker because she is too beautiful. Rafaela, 
who has traded in her own sexuality and indepen- 
dence for security and respectability, wishes she 
could go to “the dance hall down the street where 
women much older than her throw green eyes eas- 


ily like dice and open homes with keys.” 


Another ventanera is Esperanza’s friend Sally, 
who marries before she has finished eight grade in 
order to escape her father’s house. Rather than free- 
dom, however, a house of her own merely means 
more restrictions for Sally: her husband does not 
allow her to talk on the telephone or have friends 
visit or even look out of the window. Instead, Sally 
looks at “all the things they own: the towels and 
the toaster, the alarm clock and the drapes.” But 
she, too, must give over control of her life to her 
husband. Cisneros employs conventional romantic 
imagery to describe her new home: “the linoleum 
roses on the floor, the ceiling smooth as wedding 
cake,” but in Sally’s case the romance is a trap, the 
roses and the wedding cake are the floor and ceil- 
ing of her cage. 


By making the narrator of her novel a pread- 
olescent girl, Cisneros represents Mango Street 
from the point of view of someone who is not yet 
placed, not yet put into position. Esperanza’s is a 
voice that can question, a voice of hope (Esper- 
anza), a voice of transition. She is not inside the 
house looking out, like many of the other girls and 
women, nor is she outside the community looking 
in with strange eyes, like the nuns. Often she is out 
in the street, looking in at the other women—ob- 
serving, analyzing, evaluating their situation. 


In an interview with Pilar Rodriguez-Aranda 
in the America’s Review, Cisneros discusses what 
she perceives to be the two predominant and con- 
tradictory images of women in Mexican culture: La 
Malinche and la Virgen de Guadalupe. The La Ma- 
linche myth figures women as sexual, evil, and trai- 
torous. The way history tells it, Malinche was an 
Aztec noblewoman who was presented to Cortes, 
the Spanish conqueror of Mexico, and served as his 
lover, translator, and strategist. This is the histori- 
cal Malinche, but she has come to stand in Mexi- 
can culture for the prostitute, the bearer of illegit- 
imate children, responsible for the foreign Spanish 
invasion which put an end to the Aztec empire. The 
Malinche myth is the reason the pretty young 
women of Mango Street are locked in their houses 
when their husbands go out. The other image Cis- 
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neros mentions in her interview, that of the Virgen 
de Guadalupe, or Mexican Madonna, encourages 
women to be self-sacrificing wives and mothers. 
As demonstrated above, however, it hardly works 
better for the women in her novel. 


There are women in the community, however, 
who encourage Esperanza to resist both images. 
There is Alicia, who takes two trains and a bus to 
her classes at the university because “she doesn’t 
want to spend her whole life in a factory or behind 
a rolling pin.” There is her mother, who in “Smart 
Cookie” warns Esperanza against letting the shame 
of being poor keep her from living up to her po- 
tential: “Shame is a bad thing, you know. It keeps 
you down. You know why I quit school? Because 
I didn’t have nice clothes. No clothes, but I had 
brains.” There is her Aunt Lupe, who encourages 
her to write poems, telling her “it will keep you 
free.” There are also the “three sisters,” three old 
aunts of Esperanza’s friends Lucy and Rachel who 
come to Mango Street to attend the funeral of their 
baby sister. Like supernatural beings, the three sis- 
ters appear out of nowhere, possessed of mind read- 
ing and fortune telling powers. With the image of 
three sisters Cisneros makes reference to the Fates 
of Greek mythology, three old crones who know 
the fate of all human beings. The sisters look at Es- 
peranza’s palms and tell her she will go far, but 
they also tell her that wherever she goes, she will 
take Mango Street with her. They remind her, too: 
“You must remember to come back. For the ones 
who cannot leave as easily as you.” 


While Esperanza may not accept the house on 
Mango Street as her home—that is to say, while 
she may refuse to accept the self that is handed to 
her—she does ultimately accept Mango Street as a 
part of herself. She comes to identify with the street 
itself, that border space which is within the com- 
munity (within Chicano culture), but outside of the 
house (outside of the traditional feminine gender 
role). As the novel draws to a close, Esperanza be- 
gins to realize that storytelling, or writing, is one 
way to create this relationship between self and 
community, to carve out her own place in the 
world: “I put it down on paper and then the ghost 
does not ache so much. I write it down and Mango 
says goodbye sometimes. She does not hold me 
with both arms. She sets me free.” But, Esperanza 
reminds us and herself,” I have gone away to come 
back. For the ones I left behind. For the ones who 
cannot out.” Like Cisneros, Esperanza will free 
them with her stories. 


Source: Janet Sarbanes, in an essay for Novels for Students, 
Gale, 1997. 


Thomas Matchie 

In this excerpt, Matchie presents The House 
on Mango Street as a contemporary parallel to the 
classic Adventures of Huckleberry Finn and The 
Catcher in the Rye, describing the three young pro- 
tagonists as similarly innocent and vulnerable, and 
noting that each character develops his or her own 
identity in reaction to a specific environment. 


In 1963 in a collection of articles entitled 
Salinger, Edgar Branch has a piece in which he ex- 
plores the “literary continuity” between Mark 
Twain’s The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn and 
J. D. Salinger’s Catcher in the Rye. Branch claims 
that, though these two books represent different 
times in American history, the characters, the nar- 
rative patterns and styles, and the language are 
strikingly similar, so that what Salinger picks up, 
according to Branch, is an archetypal continuity 
which is cultural as well as literary. I would like to 
suggest a third link in this chain that belongs to our 
own time, and that is Sandra Cisneros’s The House 
on Mango Street. Published in 1989, this novella 
is about an adolescent, though this time a girl who 
uses, not the Mississippi or Manhattan Island, but 
a house in Chicago, to examine her society and the 
cultural shibboleths that weigh on her as a young 
Chicana woman. 


Though not commonly accepted by critics as 
“canonical,” The House on Mango Street belongs 
to the entire tradition of the bildungsroman (novel 
of growth) or the kunstlerroman (novel inimical to 
growth), especially as these patterns apply to 
women. One can go back to 19th-century novels 
like Harriet Wilson’s Our Nig (1859), where a 
black woman working in the house of a white fam- 
ily in Boston is treated as though she were a slave. 
Later, Charlotte Gilman’s The Yellow Wallpaper 
(1889) depicts 2 woman who goes crazy when she 
is confined to a room in a country house by her 
husband, a doctor who knows little about feminine 
psychology. Finally, in Kate Chopin’s The Awak- 
ening (1899), the protagonist literally moves out of 
the house to escape her Creole husband, but can- 
not find a male with whom to relate in this patri- 
archal culture. 


In Mango Street, a hundred years later, Esper- 
anza is actually part of a six-member family of her 
own race, but that does not prevent an enslavement 
parallel to Nig’s. Though not limited to a single 
room as in Yellow Wallpaper, Esperanza’s house 
is a symbol of sexual as well as cultural harass- 
ment, and she, like the narrator in Gilman’s story, 
is a writer whose colorful images help her create a 
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path to freedom. And as in The Awakening, Esper- 
anza dreams of leaving her house, an action that 
like Edna’s is related to all kinds of men who make 
up the power structure in her Chicana world. 


So in a general way Cisneros’s novel belongs 
to a female tradition in which culture and literary 
quality are important. But for her, far more signif- 
icant as literary models are Huck Finn and Holden 
Caufield, primarily because they are adolescents 
growing up in culturally oppressive worlds. Cis- 
neros’s protagonist, like them, is innocent, sensi- 
tive, considerate of others, but extremely vulnera- 
ble. Like them, Esperanza speaks a child’s 
language, though hers is peculiar to a girl and 
young budding poet. And like her predecessors, she 
grows mentally as time goes on; she knows how 
she feels, and learns from the inside out what in 
Holden’s terms is “phony,” and what with Huck 
she is willing to “go to hell” for. There are, of 
course, other Chicano novels that are bildungsro- 
mans, such as Tomas Rivera’s ... y no se lo tragé 
la tierra, but none presents a better parallel to Huck 
and Holden than Cisneros’s Esperanza. 


It may seem that the two boy’s books are re- 
ally journeys, while Mango Street is limited to a 
house, and therefore set—the opposite of a geo- 
graphical quest. But when one looks at the patterns 
of the novels, what the boys go out to see simply 
comes past Esperanza, so that the effect is the same. 
She is simply a girl, and does not have the cultural 
opportunity to leave as they do. What is more im- 
portant is that Mango Street continues a paradigm 
of growth where a young person encounters an out- 
side world, evaluates it in relationship to herself, 
and then forges an identity, something that includes 
her sexuality and the prominence of writing in her 
life... 


Esperanza actually loves her father, though as 
with Holden’s he is virtually absent from the nar- 
rative. As Marcienne Rocard points out [in “The 
Remembering Voice in Chicana Literature (Amer- 
icas Review)] Chicanas concentrate intensely on 
“human relationships between generations’”— 
something not stressed in Twain and Salinger. Es- 
peranza thinks her father is brave; he cries after the 
death of a grandmother, and his daughter wants to 
“hold and hold and hold him.” But this same father 
perpetuates a structure that traps women. The girl’s 
mother, for instance, has talent and brains, but lacks 
practical knowledge about society because, says 
Esperanza, Mexican men “don’t like their women 
strong.” Her insight into an abusive father comes 
through her best friend Sally, whose father “just 
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forgot he was her father between the buckle and 
the belt.” So Sally leaves home for an early un- 
happy marriage. Another friend, Alicia, goes to the 
university to break the pattern of her dead mother’s 
“rolling pin and sleepiness,” but in studying all 
night and cooking, too, she begins to imagine that 
she sees mice, whereupon her father belittles her. 
Esperanza says Alicia is afraid of nothing, “except 
four-legged fur. And fathers.” Gradually, Esper- 
anza comes to see that the pressure on women in 
Chicana families comes from a system she simply, 
though painfully, has to leave.... 


Truly, all three books are wrought with vio- 
lence, which the protagonists seem to forgive.... 


Esperanza also feels for the victims of vio- 
lence. What is interesting is that she sometimes in- 
terprets violence in a broad sense as injustice, or 
something in society that keeps people homeless, 
or in shabby housing. In the attic of her new house 
she’ll have, not “Rats,” but “Bums” because they 
need shelter. She has visions of the violence done 
to Geraldo, “another wetback,” who rented “two- 
room flats and sleeping rooms” while he sent 
money back to Mexico; killed one night by a hit- 
and-run driver, he (in the minds of his people) sim- 
ply disappeared. That violence becomes worse 
when individuals are confined to their homes. Ma- 
macita, the big woman across the street, is beauti- 
ful but cannot get out because she “No speak Eng- 
lish”—a phenomenon doubly tragic because her 
baby sings Pepsi commercials. But mostly Esper- 
anza identifies with wives mistreated by men who 
confine them to their homes. Raphaela is locked in 
because she is too beautiful for her jealous hus- 
band. Earl, a jukebox repairman, and Sire, who 
drinks beer, hold their wives tight lest they relate 
to anybody else. Things like this make Esperanza’s 
“blood freeze.” She dreams of being held too hard. 
Once, after letting a man kiss her because he was 
“so old,” she says he “grabs me by the face with 
both hands and kisses me on the mouth and 
doesn’t let go.” So, like Holden and Huck, this girl 
cares for others because of the violence done to 
them (and herself) in all kinds of contexts.... 


Ironically, Esperanza already has a family 
whom she loves, but that does not free her, for her 
father is gone and her mother stuck. She ... longs 
for friends, talking first about a temporary friend 
Cathy who then moves away. Later, she takes some 
of her sister’s money to buy a share in a bike with 
her neighbors Rachel and Lucy so she can play with 
them, but that is fleeting. As she matures and sees 
what is happening to people, she picks four trees, 
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which like her have “skinny necks and pointy el- 
bows.” Others, like Nenny, do not appreciate those 
trees, but for Esperanza, they “teach,” helping her 
to realize that like them she is here and yet does 
not belong. And like the trees Esperanza, who 
thinks in images, must continue to reach. Her goal, 
like that of Huck and Holden, is not to forget her 
“reason for being” and to grow “despite concrete” 
so as to achieve a freedom that’s not separate from 
togetherness. 


All three protagonists have friends who fail 
them, usually in some kind of romantic context.... 


Esperanza’s best friend Sally is ... a kind of 
romantic. She paints her eyes like Cleopatra and 
likes to dream.... Tragically, it is Sally who betrays 
her friend and admirer in the monkey garden (an 
animal pen turned old car lot) where she trades the 
boys’ kisses for her lost keys, while all concerned 
laugh at Esperanza for trying to defend her friend 
with a brick. Later, Sally leaves Esperanza alone at 
the fair next to the “red clowns” (at once comical 
and tragic figures) where she is molested because 
her romantic friend “lied.” Actually, the whole ex- 
perience is a lie, given what she had been led to 
expect. 


Still, all three have a moral center, a person 
they can count on, or should be able to.... 


[Esperanza] has a little sister, Nenny, for 
whom she feels responsible. Nenny, however, is ... 
too little. Esperanza often refers to her as “stupid” 
and in the chapter on “Hips,” where Esperanza is 
becoming more aware of the sexual role of a 
woman’s body, she says Nenny just “doesn’t get 
it.” Her real hope comes in Aunt Lupe who is dy- 
ing—“diseases have no eyes,” says the young poet. 
In a game the girls invent, they make fun of Lupe, 
and for this Esperanza, like Huck, feels she will 
“go to hell.” Actually, it is Lupe who listens to the 
girl’s poems and tells her to “keep writing.” That 
counsel becomes the basis of Esperanza’s future 
apart from Mango Street. 


It is important to recognize that the three nov- 
els contain religious language that at once seems 
to undercut traditional religion, and in the mouths 
of the young seems to say more than they realize.... 


For Esperanza, religion is a cultural thing; in 
her Catholic world, God the father and Virgin 
Mother are household terms. But for this young 
poet, religion takes on mythic or poetic dimensions. 
She sees herself, for instance, as a red “balloon tied 
to an anchor,” as if to say she needs to transcend 
present conditions where mothers are trapped and 
fathers abusive. She even sees herself molested in 


a monkey garden (a modern Eden) among red 
clowns (bloodthirsty males). She appeals to Aunt 
Lupe (Guadalupe, after the Mexican Virgin 
Mother), who tells her to write, to create. In the end, 
when Esperanza meets three aunts, or sisters (her 
trinity), she in effect has a spiritual vision, one 
which she describes in concrete language. One is 
cat-eyed, another’s hands are like marble, a third 
smells like Kleenex. The girl uses these sights, 
smells, and touches to envision poetically her fu- 
ture house. As with Huck and Holden, there is some- 
thing she does not fully understand. What she knows 
is that through these comadres (co-mothers) she will 
give birth to something very new. Like the two male 
protagonists, she longs for a respect and compas- 
sion absent in her experiences on Mango Street, and 
these women are her spiritual inspiration. 


The ending of Mango Street is also very sig- 
nificant in terms of literary continuity. Just prior to 
the end Esperanza meets the three aunts at the fu- 
neral of a sister of her friends Lucy and Rachel; 
they tell her she cannot forget who she is and that 
if she leaves she must come back. In the end the 
girl recognizes that she both belongs and does not 
belong to Mango street. Then she vows to return 
to the house because of the “ones who cannot” 
leave. One reason for this is her writing, which has 
made her strong. She plans to “put it down on pa- 
per and then the ghost does not ache so much.” 
What this means relative to other women’s novels 
is that she reverses a trend. In Our Nig, Nig is dis- 
sipated in the end. The protagonist of Yellow Wall- 
paper goes crazy before literally crawling over her 
dominating husband’s body. Edna in The Awaken- 
ing swims to her death rather than face a culture 
that will not recognize her identity. Not so with Es- 
peranza. She is strong (something Mexican women 
should not be), perfectly aware of the problems 
with a patriarchal culture, and because of her love 
for her people, albeit abused and dehumanized, 
vows to return, and it is the writing which gives 
her the strength.... 


There is one other way in which Cisneros 
seems to look to her predecessors for literary and 
cultural continuity, and that is the way she as an 
author comes into the text... 


In Mango Street Cisneros has created the voice 
of a child, who is also a poet, a writer. For the most 
part that voice is consistent, but sometimes not. 
Once when Esperanza is playing an outside voice 
puts her friends and herself in perspective: 


Who’s stupid? 


Rachel, Lucy, Esperanza and Nenny. 
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In this case it is the author who seems to be 
speaking. And when Lupe is dying, and Esperanza 
helps lift her head, suddenly we are inside Lupe: 
“The water was warm and tasted like metal.” Here 
the author’s presence is unmistakable. Perhaps Cis- 
neros’s most significant intrusion comes when Es- 
peranza says that Mexican men do not “like their 
women strong”—a comment that belongs more to 
an adult than a child, and it seems to underpin the 
whole novel.... 


So Cisneros, like Twain and Salinger, seems 
to enter the narrative to help define its ultimate 
meaning. Unlike the boys’ quests, however, this 
novel is a collection of genres—essays, short sto- 
ries, poems—put together in one way to show Es- 
peranza’s growth, but in another to imitate the part- 
by-part building of an edifice. Indeed, the house on 
Mango Street does not just refer to the place Es- 
peranza is trying to leave, but to the novel itself as 
“a house” which Esperanza as character and Cis- 
neros as author have built together. Huck may go 
out to the territory, rejecting civilization, and 
Holden may tell his story to gain the strength to re- 
turn, but Esperanza through her writing has in fact 
redesigned society itself through a mythical house 
of her own. 


In this regard, Lupe once told Esperanza to 
“keep writing,” it will “keep you free.” At that time 
the girl did not know what she meant, but in the 
end Esperanza says “she sets me free,” so in a sense 
the house is already built—a monument to her peo- 
ple and her sex.... Indeed, Esperanza is very dif- 
ferent from the other women in the text. She has 
learned from them and not made their mistakes. So 
she is not trapped like her mother, Alicia, or Sally, 
or the others. Like Huck and Holden, she is the ex- 
ample for other Chicana women whom Cisneros 
would have us take to heart. Indeed, as the witch 
woman Elenita predicted earlier, Esperanza elects 
to build a “new house, a house made of heart.” And 
in the tradition of, but distinct from Huck and 
Holden, that is just what she has accomplished. 
Source: Thomas Matchie, “Literary Continuity in Sandra 
Cisneros’s The House on Mango Street,” in The Midwest 
Quarterly, Vol. XXXVH, No. 1, Autumn, 1995, pp. 67-79. 


Dianne Klein 


In this excerpt, Klein describes the character 
Esperanza’s coming of age as a woman, a Chicana, 
and, at least for now, a resident of Mango Street. 


At birth, each person begins a search to know 
the world and others, to answer the age-old ques- 
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tion, “Who am I?” This search for knowledge, for 
truth, and for personal identity is written about in 
autobiographies and in bildungsroman fiction. For 
years, though, the canon of United States literature 
has included predominantly the coming-of-age sto- 
ries of white, heterosexual males. Where are the 
stories of the others—the women, the African 
Americans, the Asian Americans, the Hispanics, 
the gay males and lesbians? What differences and 
similarities would we find in their bildungsromans? 
Many writers, silenced before, are now finding the 
strengths, the voices, and the market for publica- 
tion to tell their stories. 


Chicano/a writers, like African Americans, 
Asian Americans, and others, are being heard; in 
autobiography and in fiction, they are telling their 
coming-of-age stories.... The House on Mango 
Street by Sandra Cisneros (1989) [is one] such Chi- 
cano/a [work] of fiction. [In this text,] Cisneros 
show{s] the forces—social and cultural—that shape 
and define [her] characters.... [The novel shows] 
the struggle of the Chicano/a people to find iden- 
tities that are true to themselves as individuals and 
artists but that do not betray their culture and their 
people. 

This is no mean feat, considering that Anglos 
did not teach them to value their cultural heritage 
and experiences, that they were shown no Chi- 
cano/a role models, that, in fact, they were often 
discouraged from writing. Cisneros says [in her 
book, From a Writer’s Notebook] that as a writer 
growing up without models of Chicano/a literature, 
she felt impoverished with nothing of personal 
merit to say. 

As a poor person growing up in a society where 
the class norm was superimposed on a tv screen, I 
couldn’t understand why our home wasn’t all green 
lawn and white wood.... I rejected what was at hand 
and emulated the voices of the poets ... big, male 
voices ... all wrong for me ... it seems crazy, but ... 


I had never felt my home, family, and neighborhood 
unique or worthy of writing about.... 


Cisneros, being an only daughter in a family 
of six sons, was often lonely. She read, in part, to 
escape her loneliness. Cisneros reflects that her 
aloneness “was good for a would-be writer—it al- 
lowed ... time to think ... to imagine ... to read 
and prepare.” Cisneros in “Notes to a Young(er) 
Writer” [The Americas Review] explains that her 
reading was an important “first step.” She says she 
left chores undone as she was “reading and read- 
ing, nurturing myself with books like vitamins.”... 


Cisneros’ House on Mango Street is ... nar- 
rated by a child protagonist. Esperanza, the pro- 
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tagonist, tells about her life on Mango Street; we 
see her family, friends, and community, their daily 
troubles and concerns. By the end of the story, she 
has gained understanding about both herself and 
her community/culture.... The House on Mango 
Street is the story of growing awareness which 
comes in fits and starts, a series of almost epiphanic 
narrations mirrored in a structure that is neither lin- 
ear nor traditional, a hybrid of fictive and poetic 
form, more like an impressionistic painting where 
the subject isn’t clear until the viewer moves back 
a bit and views the whole. Esperanza tells her story 
in a series of forty-four, individually titled vi- 
gnettes. Ellen McCracken [in Breaking Bound- 
aries] believes that this bildungsroman, which she 
prefers to label a “collection” rather than a novel, 
“roots the individual self in the broader ... socio- 
political reality of the Chicano/a community.” 


For Esperanza in The House on Mango Street, 
the notion of “house”—or a space of her own—is 
critical to her coming of age as a mature person 
and artist. Ramón Saldívar says [in Chicano Nar- 
rative] that this novel “emphasizes the crucial roles 
of racial and material as well as ideological condi- 
tions of oppression.” At the beginning of the novel, 
Esperanza explains how her parents talk about 
moving into a “real” house that “would have run- 
ning water and pipes that worked.” Instead she lives 
in a run-down flat and is made to feel embarrassed 
and humiliated because of it. One day while she is 
playing outside, a nun from her school walks by 
and stops to talk to her. 


Where do you live? she asked. 
There, I said pointing to the third floor. 
You live there? 


There. I had to look where she pointed-the third 
floor, the paint peeling, wooden bars Papa had nailed 
in the windows so we wouldn’t fall out. You live 
there? The way she said it made me feel like noth- 
ing. 

Later in the novel, in a similar occurrence, a 
nun assumes that Esperanza lives in an even worse 
poverty-stricken area than, in fact, is the case. 
Julián Olivares says [in Chicana Creativity and 
Criticism] thus the “house and narrator become 
identified as one, thereby revealing an ideological 
perspective of poverty and shame.” Esperanza de- 
sires a space of her own, a real home with warmth 
and comfort and security, a home she wouldn’t be 
ashamed of. For Esperanza, the house is also a ne- 
cessity; echoing Virginia Woolf, she needs “A 
House of My Own” in order to create, a “house 
quiet as snow ... clean as paper before the poem.” 


Other houses on Mango Street do not live up 
to Esperanza’s desires either, for they are houses 
that “imprison” women. Many vignettes illustrate 
this. There is the story of Marin who always has to 
baby-sit for her aunt; when her aunt returns from 
work, she may stay out front but not go anywhere 
else. There is also the story of Rafaela whose hus- 
band locks her indoors when he goes off to play 
dominoes. He wishes to protect his woman, his 
“possession,” since Rafaela is “too beautiful to look 
at.” And there is Sally whose father “‘says to be this 
beautiful is trouble.... [H]e remembers his sisters 
and is sad. Then she can’t go out.” Sally marries, 
even before eighth grade, in order to escape the 
confinement and abuse of her father’s house, but 
in the vignette, “Linoleum Roses,” we see her dom- 
inated as well in the house of her husband. 


She is happy.... except he won't let her talk on the 
telephone. And he doesn’t let her look out the win- 
dow... 


She sits home because she is afraid to go outside 
without his permission. 


Esperanza sees, as Olivares notes, that “the 
woman’s place is one of domestic confinement, not 
one of liberation and choice.” And so, slowly, cu- 
mulatively, stroke by stroke, and story by story, Es- 
peranza comes to realize that she must leave Mango 
Street so that she will not be entrapped by poverty 
and shame or imprisoned by patriarchy. 


Another element of the bildungsroman is the 
appearance of a mentor who helps guide the pro- 
tagonist.... 


In The House on Mango Street there is an 
ironic twist to the guidance of mentors, for often 
Esperanza is guided by examples of women she 
does not want to emulate, such as Sally and 
Rafaela. [There] are several role models who some- 
times give her advice. They nurture her writing tal- 
ent, show her ways to escape the bonds of patri- 
archy, and remind her of her cultural and communal 
responsibilities. Minerva is a young woman who, 
despite being married to an abusive husband, writes 
poems and lets Esperanza read them. She also reads 
Esperanza’s writing. Aunt Lupe, dying of a wast- 
ing illness, urges Esperanza to keep writing and 
counsels her that this will be her freedom. Alicia, 
who appears in two stories, is, perhaps, the best role 
model. While she must keep house for her father, 
she still studies at the university so she won’t be 
trapped. Alicia also reminds Esperanza that Esper- 
anza is Mango Street and will one day return. Mc- 
Cracken says that Alicia fights “what patriarchy ex- 
pects of her” and 
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at the same time represents a clear-sighted, non-mys- 
tified vision of the barrio.... [S]he embodies both the 
antipatriarchal themes and the social obligation to re- 
turn to one’s ethnic community. 


The story, “Three Sisters,” is a kind of sub- 
versive fairytale. Esperanza attends the wake of her 
friends’ baby sister and is suddenly confronted by 
three mysterious old women. These women exam- 
ine Esperanza’s hands, tell her to make a wish, and 
advise, “When you leave, you must remember al- 
ways to come back.... [Y]ou can’t forget who you 
are... [C]ome back for the ones who cannot leave 
as easily as you.” They direct her to remember her 
responsibilities to her community. In this bil- 
dungsroman, Esperanza is reminded consistently 
that the search for self involves more than mere 
personal satisfaction. All of these women offer 
guidance to help Esperanza in her coming of age. 


[The protagonist] must endure other rites of 
passage to reach full personhood and understand- 
ing.... 


Esperanza’s rites of passage ... speak through 
the political realities of Mango Street.... Her ma- 
jor loss of innocence has to do with gender and 
with being sexually appropriated by men. In the vi- 
gnette, “The Family of Little Feet,” Esperanza and 
her friends don high heels and strut confidently 
down the street. They are pleased at first with their 
long legs and grown-up demeanors, then frightened 
as they are leered at, yelled to, threatened, and so- 
licited. McCracken says, “Cisneros proscribes a ro- 
mantic or exotic reading of the dress-up episode, 
focusing instead on the girls’ discovery of the 
threatening nature of male sexual power.” 


Perhaps Esperanza’s “descent into darkness” 
occurs in the story “Red Clowns.” Unlike the tra- 
ditional bildungsroman, the knowledge with which 
she emerges is not that of regeneration, but of 
painful knowledge, the knowledge of betrayal and 
physical violation. In this story, she is waiting for 
Sally, who is off on a romantic liaison. Esperanza, 
all alone, is grabbed and raped. Afterward, she says, 
“Sally, make him stop. I couldn’t make them go 
away. | couldn’t do anything but cry. I don’t re- 
member. It was dark.... [P]lease don’t make me tell 
it all.” In this story, Esperanza is also angry and 
calls Sally “‘a liar” because through books and mag- 
azines and the talk of women she has been led to 
believe the myth of romantic love. [In “The Poli- 
tics of Rape,” (The Americas Review)] Maria Her- 
rera-Sobek calls this story a “diatribe” that is di- 
rected not only at Sally, 
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but at the community of women in a conspiracy of 
silence ... silence in not denouncing the “real” facts 
of life about sex and its negative aspects in violent 
sexual encounters, and complicity in romanticizing 
and idealizing unrealistic sexual relations. 


Esperanza, triply marginalized by race, class, 
and gender, has lost her innocence. Yet, despite this 
pain and violation, she manages to tell her story. 
She has come of age, and she understands that in 
the future she must serve both herself and her com- 
munity. 


I will say goodbye to Mango.... Friends and neigh- 
bors will say, what happened to that Esperanza? ... 
They will not know I have gone away to come back. 
For the ones I left behind. For the ones who cannot 
out. 


Source: Dianne Klein, “Coming of Age in Novels by 
Rudolfo Anaya and Sandra Cisneros,” in English Journal, 
Vol. 81, No. 5, September, 1992, pp. 21-6. 
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I Know Why the Caged 


I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings is the first—and 
many say the best—of five autobiographical vol- 
umes the gifted African American author, Maya 
Angelou, wrote. It is a remarkably vivid retelling 
of the turbulent events of her childhood, during 
which she shuttled back and forth between dra- 
matically different environments in rural Stamps, 
Arkansas, slightly raunchy St. Louis, Missouri, and 
glitzy San Francisco, California. It is also the an- 
nals of her relationships with a rich and diverse cast 
of characters. Chief among these are her deter- 
mined, strict, and wise grandmother Annie Hen- 
derson; her crippled and bitter uncle Willie John- 
son; her bright and imaginative brother Bailey 
Johnson Jr.; her playboy father Bailey Johnson; and 
her beautiful, brilliant, and worldly mother, Vivian 
Baxter Johnson. A host of other unforgettable char- 
acters fill out the cast for this earnest, sometimes 
sardonic retelling of the drama of Maya Angelou’s 
growing-up years. During these years, she strug- 
gled against the odds of being black at a time when 
prejudice, especially in the South, was at its height. 
But most of ali her story is the story of discover- 
ing who she is—of working her way through a mul- 
tifaceted identity crisis. The source of the title of 
the book is a poem by Paul Laurence Dunbar en- 
titled “Sympathy.” “I know why the caged bird 
sings,” writes the poet. “When he beats his bars and 
he would be free. It is a plea, that upward to Heaven 
he flings. I know why the caged bird sings!” 
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Author Biography 


When Maya Angelou was three and her 
brother, Bailey, was four, her parents divorced and 
shipped the two young children to live with their 
paternal grandmother, Annie Henderson, in the 
stark, dusty black section of Stamps, Arkansas. An- 
nie had status in the black community: She owned 
and ran a successful general store that supplied the 
black community with food and sundries. She also 
owned an extra house that she rented to a family 
of poor white people who occasionally came to the 
store to taunt her and her family. 


Why the Caged 


During the Depression, Mrs. Johnson (also 
known as Sister Johnson) was able to lend money 
to both blacks and whites in need of cash. Later, 
she was able to use this as a kind of clout when she 
confronted offensive former borrowers. Stolid, 
confident, strong and wise, she was Maya and Bai- 
ley’s first role model—a strict one who taught them 
cleanliness, godliness, and respect for others. Their 
lives revolved around the store and its customers 
and the church, which Maya viewed with a certain 
amount of skepticism. 


A bright child, as was her brother, she learned 
quickly and did well in the black school she at- 
tended. An elegant neighbor, Mrs. Flowers, took 
Maya under her wing and taught her to love books. 
The children adjusted well to life in Stamps, in spite 
of the prejudice they experienced from and toward 
whites. Their lives were rich with people, includ- 
ing grumpy Uncle Willie, their crippled uncle who 
hung out in the store most of the time, unable to 
do any meaningful work. They were part of a close, 
caring community that extended to the bridge that 
transversed the gap that sharply divided the black 
and white sections of town. 


Suddenly one day, the children’s father, Bai- 
ley Johnson Sr., arrived in a car to swoop them up 
and take them to live with their mother, Vivian 
Baxter Johnson, in St. Louis. Through good looks, 
wits and guts, their mother was able to provide 
them with a better standard of living. But disaster 
struck when their mother’s live-in boyfriend, Mr. 
Freeman, seduced and violently raped Maya. After 
a brief court trial, Freeman was sentenced to jail. 
He never made it: their mother’s brothers beat him 
to death behind a slaughter house. Hospitalized for 
her injuries and traumatized, Maya returned home 
a changed child. She would not talk or smile. To 
others, she was thoroughly disagreeable. Finally, 
her mother was unable to tolerate this behavior any 
longer. She returned the children to their grand- 
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mother in Stamps, where Maya gradually came out 
of her shell and resumed the familiar patterns of 
her pre-St. Louis life. 


After graduating from grade school, she and 
her brother returned to live with their mother, who 
had moved to San Francisco. With her mother’s 
support, Maya became a confident teenager who 
managed to force her way into a job as a streetcar 
conductor at the age of fifteen. She was the first 
black to achieve this status. Confused about her 
sexuality, she decided to prove she was a normal 
woman by demanding and having sex with a young 
neighbor. The one-time liaison ended up with the 
birth of Maya’s son, Guy Johnson. 


As she continued her journey toward adult- 
hood and ultimate multiple successes, she experi- 
enced life at its best and at its worst. At one point, 
she brushed against prostitution and drugs. Her sev- 
eral marriages ended in divorce, in part because she 
had so many agendas for her life. She kept her first 
husband’s name as her surname. After completing 
high school in San Francisco and attending an art 
school there, she studied music and dance, tutored 
in the latter art with dancers Martha Graham, Pearl 
Primus and Ann Halprin. She also studied drama 
with Frank Silvera and Gene Frankel. She became 
a dancer, playwright, actress, director, singer, poet, 
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composer and politician. She spent four years in 
Ghana pursuing a knowledge of her heritage—and 
discovered that essentially she was an American. 
Tapped by Martin Luther King, she served as 
Northern coordinator of the Southern Christian 
Leadership Converence in 1959 and 1960, and pub- 
lished the first of her series of autobiographical 
novels, 1 Know Why the Caged Bird Sings, in 1970. 
She has been a writer in residence and a professor 
at numerous universities around the world, won 
numerous awards for both acting and writing and 
received honorary degrees from leading universi- 
ties and served on the boards of several prestigious 
arts and civic organizations. She was honored at 
President Clinton’s first inauguration in 1993, 
where she recited one of her celebrated poems. 


Plot Summary 


Part I 

The first of five autobiographical works, 7 
Know Why the Caged Bird Sings, focuses on the 
recollections and adult understanding of Maya An- 
gelou’s growing up female and black in the Amer- 
ica of the 1930s and 1940s. The author begins this 
volume with a description of her young self stand- 
ing in front of the church to deliver a short poem 
on Easter. Although she describes herself as very 
dark and ugly with “steel wool’ for hair, here she 
imagines that someday her true self will emerge. 
She’ll be blonde, blue-eyed, and white. 


The first chapter proper, however, shows us 
three-year-old Marguerite (Maya) and her four- 
year-old brother Bailey arriving by train to live with 
their father’s mother, Mrs. Annie Henderson, in 
Stamps, Arkansas. The children’s parents have 
ended their marriage and sent the young children 
off by train with notes instructing “To Whom It 
May Concern” of their names, origin, and destina- 
tion. Once in Stamps, the children’s lives revolve 
around the church, the school, and helping 
“Momma” and their lame Uncle Willie with the 
Wm. Johnson General Merchandise Store, referred 
to by all in the community as “The Store.” Their 
grandmother had built the business up from a sim- 
ple lunch wagon for field workers. 


Since the Store acts as a focus of the commu- 
nity, Marguerite and Bailey become acquainted 
with the daily lives of everyone in the black sec- 
tion of town. They wait on the field hands before 
they load up in wagons reminiscent of the planta- 
tions and serve them in the evenings when they re- 
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turn worn and beaten from the fields. They know 
Mr. McElroy as an independent black man. They 
watch the Reverend H. Thomas get the best of the 
Sunday chicken. And they survive the Depression 
and keep the Store going by exchanging com- 
modities given out by the government for items 
from the shelves. The children do their lessons un- 
der Uncle Willie’s stern hand and fall in love with 
books, especially Shakespeare, around the fire in 


the back of the store at night. 


Part II —St. Louis 

Quite suddenly, though, their father shows up 
in Stamps with no prior contact but Christmas pre- 
sents the year before. Their father drives Mar- 
guerite and Bailey to their mother and her family 
in St. Louis. Here, Grandmother Baxter presides as 
a Precinct Captain, and their loud, tough uncles 
have city jobs. Their mother, Vivian Baxter, whom 
Bailey names “Mother Dear,” has been trained as 
a pediatric nurse but lives with Mr. Freeman and 
supplements her income by dealing cards. Mar- 
guerite and Bailey adjust quickly to city life and do 
well in school. 


One morning when Mother hasn’t come home 
yet and Bailey is out, Mr. Freeman approaches Mar- 
guerite sexually. She had sat on his lap and hugged 
him before, mistaking his attentions as ordinary and 
“fatherly.” Today, however, he turns up the volume 
on the radio to drown out her cries and brutally rapes 
the eight-year-old girl. When he is finished, he 
warns her that if she tells, he’ll kill Bailey. 


“We were just playing before.” He released me 
enough to snatch down my bloomers, and then he 
dragged me closer to him. Turning the radio up loud, 
too loud, he said, ‘if you scream, I’m gonna kill you. 
And if you tell, Pm gonna kill Bailey.’ I could tell 
he meant what he said. I couldn’t understand why he 
wanted to kill my brother. Neither of us had done 
anything to him. And then. 


Then there was the pain. A breaking and entering when 
even the senses are torn apart. The act of rape on an 
eight-year-old body is a matter of the needle giving 
because the camel can’t. The child gives, because the 
body can, and the mind of the violator cannot. 


Unable to hide the injury from Maya’s mother, 
Mr. Freeman is discovered, and he is put on trial 
for the crime. When his lawyer gets him freed on 
a technicality, his body is later found. Presumably, 
the uncles have kicked him to death. At this point 
Marguerite feels responsible for his death and stops 
talking. Without explanation, the children soon find 
themselves on a train going back to Stamps. Their 
lives resume as before they left, with the commu- 
nity accepting them completely. 
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Part III —Return to Stamps 

Back in the rural South, Marguerite witnesses 
her grandmother’s triumph when some young 
white girls try to shame her. Joe Louis keeps the 
World’s Heavy-Weight Championship title while 
they listen on the store’s radio. After years of si- 
lence, Marguerite is befriended by Mrs. Bertha 
Flowers, a “gentlewoman” who gently persuades 
her to begin talking again by loaning her books to 
be read aloud and together. At a picnic Marguerite 
sneaks off to read and then makes her first friend 
of her own age. She graduates with honors from 
grammar school in 1940. She works for a short 
while as domestic help. 


Momma abruptly decides to take them to their 
parents, who now live in California, when Bailey 
comes to the Store in shock. He had been made to 
handle a dead black man’s body and witness the 
brutality of whites to blacks. Bailey cannot under- 
stand the hatred, and his grandmother fears for his 
safety. 


Part IV—California 

World War H has just started, and San Fran- 
cisco booms with wartime activities. Their mother 
is now married to “Daddy Clidell,” the first father 
Marguerite knows. She attends a nearly all-white 
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school and does well, but is bored except for social 
studies and night classes she takes at the California 
Labor School. Marguerite has many glamorous day- 
dreams when her father invites her “to vacation” 
with him in southern California. Once there, how- 
ever, she becomes quickly disillusioned with her fa- 
ther’s girlfriend, the trailer park, and her father. 


On a day trip to Mexico with her father, she 
gets a glimpse of the exotic life she had imagined. 
But her father gets too drunk, and Marguerite dri- 
ves them all the way to the border, nearly without 
mishap. Back at the trailer, her father’s girlfriend 
Dolores cuts Marguerite during a fight. Her father 
takes Marguerite to friends, but she leaves and finds 
herself part of a racially mixed community of 
young people living on their own in a junkyard. Af- 
ter a month, she calls her mother and returns to San 
Francisco. 


In San Francisco she finds her brother and 
mother constantly at odds until Bailey finally 
moves out, eventually joining the Merchant 
Marines. Dissatisfied and restless, Marguerite de- 
cides to get a job. She ends up battling bureaucracy 
to become the first black conductorette on the street 
cars. Still young, but more mature than her peers, 
Marguerite becomes confused by her newly awak- 
ening sexual feelings and seduces a young man. 
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Three weeks later she realizes she’s pregnant, 
but on Bailey’s advice keeps the pregnancy a se- 
cret so that she can finish high school. Once she 
has graduated two days after V-Day, she leaves a 
note on Daddy Clidell’s bed informing her parents 
of her pregnancy. Soon after, her son is born, and 
her mother takes care of him. Maya loves her son, 
but is afraid to touch him because she’s always 
been “awkward.” Finally, however, her mother puts 
the three-week old baby to sleep with Marguerite. 
At first Marguerite protests, then struggles to say 
awake so she won’t crush the baby. Later on, 
though, her mother wakes her to demonstrate how 
she has protected her son even in her sleep. 


Characters 


Vivian Baxter Bailey 

Maya’s mother is a beautiful, sexy, vibrant, 
smart woman with more than a little common 
sense. She loves her children, and she listens to 
them uncritically—with the exception of her final 
blow-up with Bailey Jr. Energetic, she pursues sev- 
eral careers. She rents out rooms in her large home 
in San Francisco and manages casinos. She is also 
a one-time nurse. She gradually weans Maya from 
the restricted environment of Stamps and brings her 
into the freer environment of a city without lynch- 
ings. She’s not afraid to confront people who have 
displeased her. For example, when she learns that 
Mr. Freeman has raped Maya, he’s out the door im- 
mediately. She carries a gun and uses it strategi- 
cally when she is threatened by a traitorous busi- 
ness partner. A strong and appealing individual, she 
is unforgettable. 


Grandmother Baxter 

Grandmother Baxter, Maya’s maternal grand- 
mother, was an octoroon—a person with one- 
eighth African American blood—which meant that 
her skin was white. She plays a very minor role in 
Maya’s life, but she’s interesting because she has 
infiltrated St. Louis politics to the point where she 
has considerable influence. 


Daddy Clidell 

Daddy Clidell, Mother’s second husband, is 
“the first father I would know.” A successful busi- 
nessman, he adds stability to Maya’s life. 


Daddy 
See Bailey Johnson Sr. 
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e I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings was made 
into a TV movie in 1979 starring Diahann Car- 
roll, Ruby Dee, Esther Rolle, Roger E. Mosely, 
Paul Benjamin, and Constance Good, directed 
by Fielder Cook. Available from Knowledge 
Unlimited, Inc. 













Mrs. Flowers 

Mrs. Flowers is an elegant black lady who lives 
in Stamps. She makes Maya proud to be an African 
American. Knowing that Maya is an outstanding 
student, she provides her with the best of literature 
and introduces her to formal customs such as af- 
ternoon tea. 


Mrs. Annie Henderson 

Maya’s grandmother, whom Maya calls 
Momma, is a strong, independent, righteous 
woman. Her family, her store, and her church are 
the focal points of her life. She rules Maya and Bai- 
ley with an iron hand and a velvet glove, teaching 
them cleanliness, godliness, respect, and courtesy. 
Successful and prosperous, she is never stingy. 
During the Depression, she lends money to blacks 
and whites alike. Later she takes her chances by 
taking a dangerously ill Maya to a white dentist. 
When he refuses to treat a Negro, she tells him to 
get out of town that very day. He is rightfully in- 
timidated by her. She is a strong, determined, and 
unafraid woman. Nevertheless, she knows the 
boundaries of the prejudiced society in which the 
black people of Stamps dwell. The threat of a 
lynching is never far away. Says Maya of her 
grandmother, “I don’t think she ever knew that a 
deep-brooding love hung over everything she 
touched.” 


Bailey Johnson Jr. 

Maya’s brother, Bailey, is her best friend. A 
bright and imaginative companion, he shares her 
love of books and of drama. Bailey is somewhat 
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more likely than Maya to get into trouble (but noth- 
ing major), especially when he reaches his adoles- 
cent years. He has a brief sexual affair with a rather 
loose girl. He loves St. Louis and his mother and 
resents it when he has to return to Stamps because 
of Maya’s withdrawal after the rape. When he is 
sixteen, he moves out of his mother’s San Fran- 
cisco house after he and his mother have a fight. 
Basically, they can’t live with each other and they 
can’t live without each other, Maya explains. Even- 


tually, Bailey joins the Merchant Marine. 


Bailey Johnson Sr. 

Maya’s unpredictable father, Bailey Johnson 
Sr., cares about his children but only in a casual 
way. Well spoken and impeccably dressed, he earns 
his living as a doorman in a hotel. Before that, he 
was a dietician in the U.S. Navy. But at heart he’s 
a boastful, self-important, hard-drinking playboy 
who sleeps around and deceives women about his 
marital intentions. 


Marguerite Johnson 
See Maya Johnson 


Maya Johnson 

Maya Johnson is a brilliant, sensitive young 
black woman with keen insight into her environ- 
ment and the people in it. Her observations and her 
expressed feelings are so real that the reader begins 
to absorb her vivid if tragic universe. Early on in 
the book, she describes herself as “a too-big Negro 
girl, with nappy black hair, broad feet and a space 
between her teeth that would hold a number-two 
pencil.” Her childhood dream is to wake up some 
day with light-blue eyes and long, straight blond 
hair. 

Life in Stamps is timeless but not tedious. The 
days and seasons follow one another in orderly se- 
quence as Maya helps in the store, attends school, 
play-acts with her brother Bailey Jr., listens to 
grown-up talk as neighbors gather in the store and 
attends church services and church picnics (the lat- 
ter usually with a sense of skeptical irony). Maya’s 
mentor, the elegant Mrs. Flowers, introduces her to 
the world of literature and afternoon tea. 


Mischief as well as irony is very much part of 
Maya’s nature. When she takes a job as a maid in 
a white person’s house, her employer’s friends urge 
them to call her Mary, not Marguerite, deeming the 
latter too long a name for a little black girl. She 
manages to extricate herself from the unpleasant 
situation by plotting with Bailey to break her em- 
ployer’s favorite piece of bric-a-brac. Solitary and 
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within herself, teased by schoolmates, Maya has 
few friends her own age, although she finally links 
up with another school pariah, Louise Kendricks. 


The sudden departure from Stamps to St. Louis 
is traumatic at first. But when Maya meets her 
beautiful, lively, smart mother, she likes her im- 
mediately. It is a different world in St. Louis—one 
where her mother prospers by pursuing several ca- 
reers—as a realtor, an entertainer, and a casino 
hostess. All would have been fine if Mr. Freeman, 
her mother’s boyfriend, had not raped her. But af- 
ter the hospitalization, the trial, and the trauma, 
Maya becomes a gloomy and silent child. Soon, her 
mother sends both Maya and Bailey back to Stamps 
and their grandmother. Maya seems to shift from 
one environment to the other automatically. Her 
adaptability and acceptance of change is amazing— 
as is her growing independence, which may be the 
inevitable result of never knowing where she’ll be 
next. 


Back in San Francisco with her mother, after 
an abortive Mexican vacation with her father and 
a one-month stay with homeless kids in Los An- 
geles, she begins to acquire self-confidence. At the 
age of fifteen, she lies her way into a job as a street- 
car conductor—the first black conductor ever hired. 
Confused by her emerging sexuality, she decides 
to prove that she is a woman by inviting a teenage 
neighbor to have sex with her. This one-time en- 
counter results in pregnancy. With a teenager’s 
characteristic avoidance of unpleasant confronta- 
tions, she keeps the pending birth to herself until 
three weeks before the baby is born. Finally, she 
takes the baby boy into her bed and heart—with 
the encouragement of her mother. 


Miss Kirwin 

Miss Kirwin is Maya’s favorite teacher at San 
Francisco’s George Washington High School, 
which Maya describes as “the first real school I at- 
tended.” Miss Kirwin is one of those rare teachers 
who respect their students. She is also able to stim- 
ulate their minds by getting them involved in the 
San Francisco Chronicle and other news media. 


Momma 
See Annie Henderson 


Mother 


See Vivian Baxter Bailey 


Ritie 
See Maya Johnson 
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Sister 
See Annie Henderson 


George Taylor 

A self-pitying Stamps widower who uses his 
grief as a way to win the sympathy of others. Ig- 
norant and superstitious, he frightens the young 
Maya by saying that he saw a blue-eyed baby an- 
gel hovering over him. 


The Reverend Howard Thomas 

A pompous preacher who makes the circuit of 
the Arkansas area that includes Stamps. He visits 
every three months and stays with the Johnsons. A 
colossal eater, he is fat and slovenly. Maya and Bai- 
ley hate him. 


Uncle Willie 

Maya’s Uncle Willie is a proud but shattered 
man. Rendered a cripple by some childhood acci- 
dent, he desperately seeks a way to be needed and 
appreciated. When some strangers come to buy 
something, he pulls himself up erect behind the 
counter and pretends to be normal—probably en- 
during great pain in the process. While gruff and 
often disagreeable, he loves the children. His main 
activity is helping in the store. 


Themes 


American Dream 

For Maya Angelou, in Z Know Why the Caged 
Bird Sings, the American dream was somewhere 
over the bridge in the white part of town. Through 
her keen perception and her probing insight into 
her character Marguerite Johnson, she sees reality 
in all its beauty and ugliness. Eventually, Mar- 
guerite comes to terms with the fact that she is for- 
ever black and that she can succeed in a world filled 
with prejudice. The best example of this is her per- 
sistence in becoming the first black streetcar con- 
ductor in San Francisco. She has learned to outwit 
her tormentors, who include snobby whites, pre- 
tentious blacks, and most of the men she encoun- 
ters along the difficult path of growing up. 


Coming of Age 

Along the way, Marguerite has many mentors 
to guide her in 7 Know Why the Caged Bird Sings— 
her grandmother Annie Henderson, Mrs. Flowers, 
her mother Vivian Baxter Johnson, and her high- 
school teacher, Miss Kirwin. All her guides are 
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Topics for 
Further 
Study 


e Research the history of the Ku Klux Klan in the 
1930s and 1940s and today. Note any changes 
in the activities of this organization over the 
years and debate whether or not it is still a dan- 
ger to U.S. society. 


e Compare employment practices and laws in the 
1930s and the 1940s with those of today. Em- 
phasize the status of women and minorities. 


e Argue whether or not affirmative-action pro- 
grams have outlived their usefulness. Support 
your argument with specific examples and cur- 
rent statistics. 


strong women who have preceded her and have sur- 
vived the similar trials of youth that she is going 
through. Angelou’s portrayal of black males is 
quite negative; most of the male characters in the 
book are the weak links in the chain toward her 
success. It thus becomes a feminist manifesto as 
well as the story of a shy and awkward black child 
who blossoms into an assured and self-confident 
young woman. Writes Angelou, “The fact that the 
adult American Negro female emerges a formida- 
ble character is often met with amazement, distaste 
and even belligerence. It is seldom accepted as an 
inevitable outcome of the struggle won by sur- 
vivors and deserves respect if not enthusiastic ac- 
ceptance.” 


Prejudice and Tolerance 

Prejudice in I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings 
takes different forms in the three places where the 
Johnson children spend their young years. In deep- 
South Arkansas, lynchings are the ultimate threat 
to black freedom. In St. Louis, their white-seem- 
ing octoroon (one-eighth black) grandmother Bax- 
ter has special influence in the political arena of a 
seamy city. And their mother creates a buoyant and 
independent life through wit, talent, beauty, and de- 
termination. In San Francisco, Marguerite fights the 
establishment to go where no black has gone be- 
fore. 


1 


3 


I Know Why the Caged Bird 
Education 

Although | Know Why the Caged Bird Sings 
is often referred to as an autobiography, Angelou’s 
use of novelistic techniques make literary study of 
the work a valuable endeavor. 

Throughout J Know Why the Caged Bird Sings, 
Maya Angelou’s strong belief in the power of ed- 
ucation is evident. It is education, through reading, 
which brings Marguerite out of her silence after her 
rape, and education that allows her to create a bet- 
ter life for herself. In the author’s own life, it was 
her love of knowledge and her intelligence that pro- 


pelled her into multiple and exciting careers. 


Style 


Point of View 

Although 7 Know Why the Caged Bird Sings 
is often referred to as an autobiography, Angelou’s 
use of novelistic techniques makes literary study of 
the work a valuable endeavor. 

Throughout J Know Why the Caged Bird Sings, 
we see people, places, and events through the imag- 
ination of Marguerite. While she often keeps her 
own counsel, she carries on a private dialogue with 
herself that is in turn poetic, humorous, sardonic, 
and tragic. Gifted with the ability to see through 
shams and affectations, she cuts through to the 
quick of her observations. She knows intuitively 
what is real and what is phony, and she processes 
all this information intellectually over her growing- 
up years and gradually forms a positive self-image. 
The shy, awkward child becomes the determined, 
talented young adult. 


Narration 

Key to communicating Marguerite’s point of 
view is the narration of the novel. Angelou uses 
the first person “P” to tell events, giving the reader 
direct access to Marguerite’s thoughts and con- 
cerns. Since the narration is limited to what Mar- 
guerite chooses to tell, the reader only gets to see 
events through her perceptions, and can only learn 
about other characters from Marguerite’s descrip- 
tions and assumptions. This technique is common 
in autobiographical works, however, whose inten- 
tion is to communicate the experiences of one in- 
dividual. 


Setting 

The multiple settings in J Know Why the Caged 
Bird Sings in which Marguerite acquires her di- 
versified knowledge of people and culture also 
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highlight the difficulties she has in integrating her 
experiences into a single philosophy and identity. 
But by the end of the book the reader feels that she 
knows who she is and what she wants in life. What 
the reader can’t know is how far she may stray from 
this identity before she discovers her true self. 


Allusion 

Throughout the novel Marguerite alludes, or 
makes reference to, several songs and poems that 
come to have significance for her. When a group of 
white children torment Marguerite’s grandmother, 
“Momma” begins singing a series of hymns as a 
way to turn aside their attempts to humiliate her. 
These songs, such as “Bread of Heaven,” recall the 
spirituals sung by slaves as a means of dealing with 
the cruelties of slavery. During Marguerite’s eighth- 
grade graduation, after a white speaker only speaks 
of limited roles for her and her fellow graduates, 
she feels bitterness and shame until the valedicto- 
rian leads the audience in “Life Ev’ry Voice and 
Sing,” a poem by James Weldon Johnson. Made 
into a song and considered the “Negro national an- 
them,” this poem helps Marguerite recall the diffi- 
cult but triumphant struggle her ancestors have been 
through: “I was no longer simply a member of the 
proud graduating class of 1940; I was a proud mem- 
ber of the wonderful, beautiful Negro race.” And of 
course, the title of the book makes reference to an 
inspirational poem by Paul Laurence Dunbar enti- 
tled “Sympathy,” which recalls themes of freedom 
and self-discovery. 


Historical Context 





Conflicts over Civil Rights 

Although the action in 1 Know Why the Caged 
Bird Sings takes place in the early 1930s through 
the late 1940s, just after World War II had finally 
ended, the book was published in 1970, at a time 
of civil unrest and protest in the nation’s black com- 
munities. The civil rights movement had splintered 
with the assassination of its chief architect, Dr. 
Martin Luther King Jr., in April 1968, and protest 
riots followed. African Americans wavered be- 
tween following the pacifism that had character- 
ized his leadership and a more outspoken form of 
protest that had arisen during the last years of 
King’s life. For a time, the latter won out, driven 
by a climbing black population in many of the na- 
tion’s major cities. Fueled by outrage over the prej- 
udice, poverty, crime, and unemployment that kept 
black Americans living in the inner cities—in ar- 
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Compare 
& 
Contrast 


¢ 1930s: Blacks are barred from voting in the 
South; although this discrimination by race is il- 
legal, states use poll taxes and other laws to re- 
strict voting rights. 
1970: After the Voting Rights Act of 1965 and 
Civil Rights Act of 1968, racial discrimination 
is banned from housing, public places, and the 
voting booth. African Americans begin to suc- 
cessfully run for political office in greater num- 
bers. 


Today: Blacks are entitled to vote all over the 
United States, many cities in both North and 
South have black mayors, and many black men 
and women serve in both the U.S. House and 
Senate. 


* 1930s: Schools are segregated and unequal, and 
blacks are blocked from living in white neigh- 
borhoods all over the U.S. 


1970: School segregation is illegal, and some 
courts have even ordered busing to enforce de- 
segregation of schools. 


Today: Enforced desegregation has been suc- 
cessfully challenged in the courts. School seg- 
regation and housing discrimination is illegal 
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but persists anyway, as economic factors often 
split populations into racially divided neighbor- 
hoods. 


+ 1930s: During the Depression, there are limited 
job opportunities for African Americans, who 
face overt prejudice in both the South and North. 


1970: Affirmative Action programs begin to be 
enacted to offer minorities, including women 
and blacks, greater access to jobs and education. 


Today: Civil Rights Laws protect the employ- 
ment rights of blacks and other minorities, al- 
though affirmative action programs are them- 
selves being challenged as discriminatory. 


¢ 1930s: Lynching—a form of vigilante “justice” 
in which white mobs torture and murder 
blacks—often goes unpunished. 


1970: Lynching is prosecuted as murder, and is 
seen less and less, even in the South. 


Today: Racial attacks by mobs on individuals 
are very rare, although individual crimes are of- 
ten motivated by racial hatred. Race-related vi- 
olence is often prosecuted as a separate crime. 





eas no whites would live—major race riots broke 
out in Los Angeles, Detroit, Chicago, and New 
York, among many other cities, resulting in death, 
injury, and destruction of property. In part, such vi- 
olence stemmed from a consciousness raised by the 
Black Power movement, which had gained promi- 
nence beginning in 1966. Its tenets overtly pitted 
blacks against whites. Oakland, California, was 
home to the Black Panther movement, a group of 
militant, armed urban youth who advocated the 
arming of ghetto residents against predatory and 
racially intolerant police officers. Predictably, these 
two groups of gun-bearers met head-to-head in a 
number of violent episodes in California cities. 
Meanwhile, the Vietnam War preoccupied civil 
rights workers in King’s nonviolence camp. The 
conflict in southeast Asia was draining valuable fi- 
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nancial resources away from the war on poverty 
within America and also drawing an inordinate 
number of inner-city youth to their deaths in its far- 
away jungles. 


Black Arts Movement 

The written word was a powerful tool in the 
struggle for African American rights and the cre- 
ation of a black voice in national affairs. Primarily 
associated with writer-poet Amiri Baraka (formerly 
known, when he was a Beat poet, as LeRoi Jones), 
the black arts movement included members who 
espoused the philosophy that for black artists to in- 
dulge in empty avant-gardism or to create art that 
was grounded in the personal rather than the polit- 
ical was folly. These members of the black arts 
movement held that black artists, unlike their mid- 





Members of the Ku Klux Klan, a white supremacist group, kneeling around the flag in the 1920s. 


dle-class white counterparts, did not have the lux- 
ury of refusing to politicize their work. Some young 
mavericks of the movement openly criticized fore- 
runners like Paul Laurence Dunbar, Jean Toomer, 
and Langston Hughes, as well as the Harlem Re- 
naissance as a whole, for a presumed lack of social 
consciousness. Angelou’s book came out in strik- 
ing contrast to the black arts movement since her 
own personal experience never takes a back seat to 
the problems of society. However, J Know Why the 
Caged Bird Sings is directed at other blacks, even 
though Angelou was well aware that a white audi- 
ence would read it too. This idea of the black arts 
movement—that black writers must stop protesting 
to whites and start educating blacks—is one with 
which Angelou’s autobiography is in accord. 


The not-so-new South 

In the late 1960s, civil rights activists were still 
struggling to achieve equality in many arenas, just 
as they had throughout the years Angelou depicts 
in Caged Bird. After the Civil War, hopes ran high 
among black Americans that their social, political, 
and economic lot in life would markedly improve. 
However, white Southerners employed strategies 
that dashed these hopes and halted the strides made 
toward civil rights following the war. In response 
to the Fifteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitu- 
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tion, which guaranteed that the right of citizens to 
vote would not be denied by any state on account 
of race, Southern states quickly moved to exclude 
black voters on other, nonracial grounds—for ex- 
ample, an inability to read or to pay a poll tax. Sim- 
ilarly, they passed laws to establish a policy of seg- 
regation in society at large. 


States could legally force black citizens to live 
in separate neighborhoods and to use separate tele- 
phone booths, restrooms, drinking fountains, ceme- 
teries—and even different Bibles on which to swear 
in the courtroom. This social situation prevails in 
Stamps, Arkansas, where Angelou grows up and 
where a strict color line, marked by the railroad 
tracks, divides the black from the white parts of 
town. 


Elsewhere in the United States the situation be- 
gan to change by the mid-1940s, the period in 
which the autobiography ends. In Hansberry v. Lee 
(1940) the Supreme Court ruled that blacks could 
not be restricted from purchasing homes in white 
neighborhoods. And in Morgan v. Commonwealth 
of Virginia (1946) the Court ruled that segregation 
in interstate bus travel was unconstitutional. Yet 
there was also violent resistance to such change. A 
riot broke out, for example, after black welders 
were assigned to work along with white welders in 
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an Alabama shipyard, and white supremacist 
groups such as the Ku Klux Klan dedicated them- 
selves to “punishing” blacks for standing up for 
iheir rights. They were responsible for many mob 
killings, known as lynchings; in the 1940s the num- 
ber of blacks lynched in Arkansas alone since the 
1880s had exceeded 200. The practice would not 
die out completely until the late 1960s and re- 
mained a very real threat during the period that An- 
gelou recounts in her autobiography. 


Ongoing migration 

In the early part of the century, many blacks 
in the South had to scratch out a living by hiring 
themselves out to the white landowners as cotton- 
pickers. As agriculture became more mechanized, 
this meager source of income dried up. Many black 
families migrated to northern cities, in hopes of 
finding jobs in the North’s booming industries. The 
passing of nativist immigration laws in the 1920s 
provided added impetus to Southern blacks in their 
northward migration. These new restrictions meant 
the virtual closing of U.S. borders to the working- 
class southern and eastern Europeans who had pre- 
viously made up a large portion of the factory la- 
bor force in cities such as New York and Detroit. 
The void soon became filled by black Americans 
willing to relocate hundreds of miles for the chance 
to become industrial workers outside the South. 
The decades in which Caged Bird takes place saw 
458,000 blacks leaving the South in the 1930s and 
1,345,400 in the 1940s. However, many were also 
disappointed to find that the North was no cure for 
racism against blacks. Prejudice just wore a differ- 
ent face. 


Prohibition-Era St. Louis 


The young characters in Z Know Why the Caged 
Bird Sings are in St. Louis during the era of Prohi- 
bition (1920-33), when the manufacture and sale of 
alcohol was outlawed in the United States. During 
the time of Prohibition, speakeasies and gambling 
dens became the gathering places of drinkers, gam- 
blers, and pleasure-seekers. Maya’s mother un- 
doubtedly was involved in illegal activities in the 
casinos where she worked. But Prohibition badly 
damaged U.S. society when the mob moved in and 
took over the liquor industry. Therefore, it is hard 
to criticize Maya’s mother for breaking a bad law, 
especially since she was trying to support a family. 
Prohibition was repealed in 1933, although every 
Southern state continued to place certain restrictions 
on liquor—perhaps because of the influence of con- 
servative Christian churches, which traditionally 
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disdained alcohol. In contrast, Northern states aban- 
doned most legislative controls. 


Critical Overview 





Published in 1970, Z Know Why the Caged Bird 
Sings won critical acclaim and was nominated for 
the National Book Award. Wrote critic Sidonie 
Ann Smith in Southern Humanities Review, “An- 
gelou’s genius as a writer is her ability to recap- 
ture the texture of the way of life in the texture of 
its idioms, its idiosyncratic vocabulary and espe- 
cially in its process of image-making.” This book, 
the first of five in a series describing her life and 
her continuing search for self-realization, was the 
best received of the collection. Some posit that the 
reason is that in her subsequent autobiographical 
novels, Angelou—who went through many ups and 
downs in her life—was a less appealing character, 
though her lifelong achievements thus far seem to 
belie such criticism. 


Critical analysis of Angelou’s autobiographi- 
cal prose has mainly focused on Caged Bird and 
its portrayal of a black woman’s coming of age. 
Assessing the work within the tradition of African 
American memoirs, George Kent notes in African 
American Autobiography: A Collection of Critical 
Essays that the work stands out in its use of the 
imagination: “J Know Why creates a unique place 
within black autobiographical tradition ... by its 
special stance toward the self, the community, and 
the universe, and by a form exploiting the full mea- 
sure of imagination necessary to acknowledge both 
beauty and absurdity.” Other critics have examined 
the manner in which Angelou’s characters survive 
in a hostile world. Myra K. McMurry, for instance, 
observes in South Atlantic Bulletin how Momma 
serves as a role model for Marguerite, and indeed 
for all people fighting racism: “She triumphs not 
only in spite of her restrictions, but because of 
them. It is because, as a Black woman, she must 
maintain the role of respect toward the white chil- 
dren that she discovers another vehicle for her true 
emotions. She has used her cage creatively to tran- 
scend it.” Suzette A. Henke suggests in Traditions, 
Voices, and Dreams that this autobiographical 
work, in presenting a voice that is not often heard, 
“has the potential to be ... a revolutionary form of 
writing.” In the “comic and triumphant” end of the 
novel, writes Henke, Marguerite’s “victory sug- 
gests an implicit triumph over the white bour- 
geoisie {middle class], whose values have fla- 
grantly been subverted.” 
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I Know Why the Caged Bird 
While the work has been praised, analyzed, 
and taught in classrooms, it has also met with cen- 
sorship. The graphic portrayal of Marguerite’s rape 
as well as the acceptance of her teenage, out-of- 
wedlock pregnancy have inspired the most chal- 
lenges. However, Opal Moore suggests that these 
events offer students a chance to examine impor- 
tant issues. As she writes in Censored Books: Crit- 
ical Viewpoints: “With the appropriate effort, this 
literary experience can assist readers of any racial 
or economic group in meeting their own, often 
unarticulated doubts, questions, fears, and perhaps 


assist in their own search for dignity.” 


Criticism 


Edward E. Eller 


Eller is an assistant professor of English at 
Northeast Louisiana University. In the following 
essay, he examines how the autobiographical story 
of Marguerite Johnson can stand in for the larger 
experience of African Americans fighting racism. 


Encouraged by her editor and family to re- 
member and write about her childhood, Maya An- 
gelou produced the first of five autobiographies and 
the literary work for which she is probably best 
known, 7 Know Why the Caged Bird Sings. She ac- 
knowledges them by writing, “I thank my mother, 
Vivian Baxter, and my bother, Bailey Johnson, who 
encouraged me to remember. And a final thanks to 
my editor at Random House, Robert Loomis, who 
gently prodded me back into the lost years.” Per- 
haps those memories have assisted her in her di- 
verse and incredibly productive career. In addition 
to the autobiographies generally recognized as a 
sort of “never-finished canvas,” Angelou has pub- 
lished volumes of poetry, composed musical 
scores, and worked as a freelance writer and edi- 
tor in America and abroad. She has also written, 
directed, and acted on stage and screen, and recited 
for the world her poem On the Pulse of the Morn- 
ing for President Bill Clinton’s 1993 inauguration. 


Whatever the medium or type of artistic en- 
deavor, Angelou most often celebrates the en- 
durance and triumph of the individual over adver- 
sity. As Angelou says, “I speak to the black 
experience but I am always talking about the hu- 
man condition—about what we can endure, dream, 
fail at, and still survive.” When we read I Know 
Why the Caged Bird Sings, we may at first wonder 
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how anyone could survive that childhood, but we 
come to realize the answers to that survival. 


Of course, there are many ways to interpret this 
book. Some critics look for its formal literary de- 
vices such as imagery or symbols. Most recognize 
it as a type of bildungsroman or a “coming of age” 
book that traces individual, social, and intellectual 
development. Others take the book’s organization 
and link that to a more personal, coming to politi- 
cal-social awareness on Angelou’s part. One critic, 
Pierre A. Walker, maintains that the structure “re- 
veals a sequence that leads Maya progressively 
from helpless rage and indignation to forms of sub- 
tle resistance, and finally to outright and active 
protest.” In other words, Maya starts out helpless 
and angry about social injustices, then learns how 
to resist without confrontation, and finally actively 
and vocally protests racism and oppression. 


All these interpretations make valid points, as 
do many others. However, Angelou herself points 
us to one of the most important aspects of the book. 
In an interview, she relates how many people come 
up to her and say, “J just wrote, I mean, I just read 
your book.” Angelou understands these slips of the 
tongue to mean that the readers identity with her in 
the book, as if it were their own autobiography. In 
fact, if we focus on the contrasts in Caged Bird, 
then we see a young, black girl’s coming-of-age in 
the America of the 1930s and 1940s that shows us 
what it means, or can mean, to be human. 


Contrasts and opposites fill the book, and 
many are quite obvious. Over and over again, the 
girl Marguerite (Maya) compares herself to her 
brother Bailey. While he is handsome, quick, and 
glib, she refers to herself as ugly, awkward, and 
tongue-tied. In Stamps, Arkansas, where the chil- 
dren spend much of their childhood, nothing much 
happens except the same rounds of chores, school- 
work, church, and helping Momma and Uncle 
Willie in the Store. Maya says of this sameness, 
“The country had been in the throes of the De- 
pression two years before the Negroes in Stamps 
knew it.” The town was so segregated that the chil- 
dren can hardly believe that whites are real. 


On the other hand, St. Louis and San Francisco 
teem with activities and peoples. There are bars and 
restaurants and music and dancing with their 
mother in St. Louis and the boom of wartime later 
in San Francisco where the streets are crowded with 
soldiers and workers of all nationalities. Momma 
may be strong and smart, but her darkness and 
countrified speech sometimes make Maya cringe. 
Grandmother Baxter, though, is “nearly white,” a 
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trained professional nurse, with a German accent. 
Other contrasts, however, come upon us more sub- 
tly, in part because of the episodic structure of the 
book. Almost every chapter reads as a complete 
short story or episode that doesn’t need all the other 
details of the book to be understood. Every episode 
contains its contrasts as well. 


How many of us have not imagined ourselves 
different than the way we are, especially when 
we’re young? This sort of imagining on the part of 
young Maya opens Caged Bird and shows us the 
first of many contrasts. The young girl stands be- 
fore the Colored Methodist Episcopal Church con- 
gregation in Stamps, Arkansas. She wears a cut- 
down, redone white woman’s dress. It is made of 
taffeta, however, and the girl feels that this mater- 
ial makes up for its “awful” lavender color. She 
just knew that when people saw her in that dress 
that her grandmother, Momma, had done over by 
hand, that they would recognize her real self. Her 
“real hair, which was long and blonde, would take 
the place of that kinky mass, and her light blue eyes 
would hypnotize them.” They would come to un- 
derstand why she didn’t pick up a Southern accent 
or the common slang, and why she had to be 
“forced to eat pigs tails and snouts.” She “was re- 
ally white” and self-assured as a movie star, just 
now under “a cruel fairy stepmother’s spell” that 
had turned her into “a too-big Negro girl with 
nappy black hair, broad feet and a space between 
her teeth that would hold a number two pencil.” 
But here on Easter morning she ends up mumbling 
her lines and running out. Angelou ends this 
episode, “If growing up is painful for the Southern 
Black girl, being aware of her own displacement is 
the rust on the razor that threatens the throat. It is 
an unnecessary insult.” It is painful to be aware. It 
is painful to be separate. 


The reality of herself, the imagined self, and 
this sense of displacement must eventually be rec- 
onciled. As she matures, she sheds the notion of 
becoming white and comes to be proud of her race 
and her heritage. After her period of silence and 
under the tutelage of the gentlewoman, Miss Bertha 
Flowers, “our side’s answer to the richest white 
woman in town,” she learned she must “always be 
intolerant of ignorance, but understanding of illit- 
eracy.” She learned from Miss Flowers that mute 
words on a page take life when “infused” with the 
human voice. She takes extreme pride in Momma’s 
standing up and speaking out to the white dentist 
(the only dentist in Stamps) who wouldn’t treat 
Maya’s toothache because he’d “sooner stick his 
hand in a dog’s mouth.” Although her imaginings 
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What 
Do I Read 
Next? 


e Other autobiographical volumes by Maya An- 
gelou include Gather Together in My Name 
(1974), Singin’ and Swingin’ and Gettin’ Merry 
Like Christmas (1976), The Heart of a Woman 
(1981), and All God’s Children Need Traveling 
Shoes (1986). 


¢ Alice Walker’s The Color Purple (1982) tells of 
the spiritual and personal awakening of a young 
black woman oppressed by racism and sexual 
abuse. 


¢ The Bluest Eye (1969) by Nobel Prize-winner 
Toni Morrison relates a similar story of a young 
black girl trying to grow up in a racist world, 
but with a different ending. 


¢ Harper Lee’s To Kill a Mockingbird (1960), in 
which a country lawyer in a deep-South town in 
the 1930s represents a black man falsely accused 
of raping a white woman. 


© Light in August (1932) by William Faulkner tells 
of the pursuit and eventual torture and murder 
of a black man suspected of sleeping with a 
white woman. 





of that “showdown” are quite different than the re- 
ality, Maya knows the difference this time, liking 
her own version better. 


Maya wrestles to come to terms with other 
contradictions that do not make sense. Joe Louis 
successfully defends the heavyweight champi- 
onship title, yet the people listening to the fight on 
the Store’s radio must stay with friends close by. 
“It wouldn’t do for a Black man and his family to 
be caught on a lonely country road on a night when 
Joe Louis had proved we were the strongest peo- 
ple in the world.” She feels anger at her grammar 
school graduation when the white school official, 
Donleavy, speaks of the future for the white and 
black schools. The white school will get “new mi- 
croscopes and chemistry equipment” while the 
black students would get a playing field. “The 
white kids were going to have the chance to be- 
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come Galileos and Madame Curries” while we 
would be athletes, “maids and farmers, handymen 
and washerwomen.” The man with his “dead 
words” had killed the promise and hope of the oc- 
casion. But she then revels in the triumph as the 
valedictorian Henry Reed gives his address, “To Be 
or Not to Be,” and turns to the class, leading them 
in “Lift Ev’ry Voice and Sing” so that the time was 
theirs again, or as Maya says, “We were on top 
again. As always, again. We survived. The depths 
had been icy and dark, but now a bright sun spoke 
to our souls. I was no longer simply a member of 
the proud graduating class of 1940; I was a proud 
member of the wonderful, beautiful Negro race.” 
She has resolved the conflict of white perceptions 
and actions with the reality and the triumphant 
spirit of her community’s endurance. However, the 
hardest to reconcile surely comes with the brutal 
rape of her as a child. 


When Angelou writes about the rape she suf- 
fered from her mother’s boyfriend in St. Louis, she 
describes this horrible violation with a reference to 
a biblical passage. “The act of rape on an eight- 
year-old body is a matter of the needle giving be- 
cause the camel can’t. The child gives, because the 
body can, and the mind of the violator can’t.” The 
biblical language and reference connects this hor- 
rifying episode to a spiritual tent revival she later 
attends in Stamps. She relates, “Hadn’t He Him- 
self said it would be easier for a camel to go through 
the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter 
heaven?” This connection seems impossibly con- 
tradictory. One act is of violation and oppression 
that results in Mr. Freeman’s death and five years 
of fearful silence for Maya. The other act involves 
redemption and affirmation of life everlasting. How 
does one reconcile brutality here and the promise 
of milk and honey? 


Just as the child had to give in to her rapist be- 
cause she had no choice but to endure and survive, 
the blacks had no choice. The songs at the revival 
and songs heard from the honky-tonk as people 
walked home “asked the same questions. How 
long, oh God? How long?” How many times would 
black men have to hide in the cellars because some 
crowd is out for blood? How long would Momma 
bear with stoic composure white girls’ insults? 
How long must any of us try to reconcile the con- 
tradictions of bigotry or sexism? Or any of the in- 
justices people seem so intent on inflicting on an- 
other? Surely, Angelou’s answer would be, as long 
a necessary for survival and not a moment longer. 
When we resolve those contradictions in our own 
lives, those opposites that exist simultaneously, we 


find the courage to be human. As we overcome 
those conflicts, we learn to survive because we 
must. Because we are human. Because Angelou 
shows us we can do more than endure. We can tri- 
umph. “Can’t do is like Don’t Care. Neither of them 
have a home.” 


Source: Edward E. Eller, in an essay for Novels for Stu- 
dents, Gale, 1997. 


Opal Moore 

In this excerpt, Moore enumerates the chal- 
lenges that have been brought forth against I Know 
Why the Caged Bird Sings and explains why she 
believes it to be a positive reading experience for 
young people. 


I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings, the auto- 
biography of Maya Angelou, is the story of one 
girl’s growing up. But, like any literary master- 
piece, the story of this one black girl declaring “I 
can” to a color-coded society that in innumerable 
ways had told her “you can’t, you won’t” tran- 
scends its author. It is an affirmation; it promises 
that life, if we have the courage to live it, will be 
worth the struggle. A book of this description might 
seem good reading for junior high and high school 
students. According to People for the American 
Way, however, Caged Bird was the ninth “most 
frequently challenged book” in American school. 
Caged Bird elicits criticism for its honest depiction 
of rape, its exploration of the ugly spectre of racism 
in America, its recounting of the circumstances of 
Angelou’s own out-of-wedlock teen pregnancy, 
and its humorous poking at the foibles of the in- 
stitutional church. Arguments advocating that 
Caged Bird be banned from school reading lists re- 
veal that the complainants, often parents, tend to 
regard any treatment of these kinds of subject mat- 
ter in school as inappropriate—despite the fact that 
the realities and issues of sexuality and violence, 
in particular, are commonplace in contemporary 
teenage intercourse and discourse. The children, 
they imply, are too innocent for such depictions; 
they might be harmed by the truth. 


This is a curious notion—that seriousness 
should be banned from the classroom while beyond 
the classroom, the irresponsible and sensational ex- 
ploitation of sexual, violent, and profane materials 
is as routine as the daily dose of soap opera. The 
degradation of feeling caused by slurs directed 
against persons for their race/class/sex/sexual pref- 
erence is one of the more difficult hurdles of youth- 
ful rites of passage. But it’s not just bad TV or the 
meanness of children. More and more, society is 
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serving an unappetizing fare on a child-sized 
plate—television screens, t-shirt sloganeers, and 
weak politicians admonish children to “say ‘no’ to 
drugs and drugpushers”; to be wary of strangers; 
to have safe sex; to report their own or other abus- 
ing parents, relatives or neighbors; to be wary of 
friends; to recognize the signs of alcoholism; to ex- 
ercise self control in the absence of parental or so- 
cietal controls; even to take their Halloween candy 
to the hospital to be x-rayed before consumption. 
In response to these complications in the landscape 
of childhood, parent groups, religious groups, and 
media have called for educators to “bring morality 
back into the classroom” while we “get back to ba- 
sics” in a pristine atmosphere of moral non-com- 
plexity, outside of the context of the very real world 
that is squeezing in on that highly touted childhood 
innocence every single day. 


Our teenagers are inundated with the discour- 
agements of life. Ensconced in a literal world, they 
are shaping their life choices within the di- 
chotomies of TV ads: Bud Light vs. “A mind is a 
terrible thing to waste.” Life becomes a set of 
skewed and cynical oppositions: “good” vs. easy; 


yes vs. “catch me”; “right” vs. expediency. 


In truth, what young readers seem most inno- 
cent of these days is not sex, murder, or profanity, 
but concepts of self empowerment, faith, struggle 
as quest, the nobility of intellectual inquiry, sur- 
vival, and the nature and complexity of moral 
choice. Caged Bird offers these seemingly abstract 
(adult) concepts to a younger audience that needs 
to know that their lives are not inherited or pre- 
destined, that they can be participants in an exu- 
berant struggle to subjugate traditions of ignorance 
and fear. Critics of this book might tend to over- 
look or devalue the necessity of such insights for 
the young. 


Caged Bird’s critics imply an immorality in 
the work based on the book’s images. However, it 
is through Angelou’s vivid depictions of human 
Spiritual triumph set against a backdrop of human 
weakness and failing that the autobiography speaks 
dramatically about moral choice. Angelou paints a 
picture of some of the negative choices: white 
America choosing to oppress groups of people; 
choosing lynch law over justice; choosing intimi- 
dation over honor. She offers, however, “deep talk” 
on the possibility of positive choices: choosing life 
over death (despite the difficulty of that life); 
choosing courage over safety; choosing discipline 
over chaos; choosing voice over silence; choosing 
compassion over pity, over hatred, over habit; 
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choosing work and planning and hope over useless 
recrimination and slovenly despair. The book’s de- 
tractors seem unwilling to admit that morality is 
not edict (or an innate property of innocence), but 
the learned capacity for judgement, and that the ne- 
cessity of moral choice arises only in the presence 
of the soul’s imperfection. 


Self empowerment, faith, struggle as quest, 
survival, intellectual curiosity, complexity of 
choice—these ideas are the underpinning of Maya 
Angelou’s story. To explore these themes, the au- 
tobiography poses its own set of oppositions: Tra- 
ditional society and values vs. contemporary soci- 
ety and its values; silence vs. self expression; 
literacy vs. the forces of oppression; the nature of 
generosity vs. the nature of cruelty; spirituality vs. 
ritual. Every episode of Caged Bird, engages these 
and other ideas in Maya Angelou’s portrait of a 
young girl’s struggle against adversity—a struggle 
against rape: rape of the body, the soul, the mind, 
the future, of expectation, of tenderness—towards 
identity and self affirmation. If we cannot delete 
rape from our lives, should we delete it from a book 
about life? 


Caged Bird opens with the poignant, halting 
voice of Marguerite Johnson, the young Maya An- 
gelou, struggling for her own voice beneath the va- 
pid doggerel of the yearly Easter pageant: 


“What you lookin at me for?” 
“I didn’t come to stay...” 


These two lines prefigure the entire work. 
“What you lookin at me for...” is the painful ques- 
tion of every black girl made selfconscious and self 
doubting by a white world critical of her very ex- 
istence. The claim that she “didn’t come to stay” 
increases in irony as the entire work ultimately af- 
firms the determination of Marguerite Johnson and, 
symbolically, all of the unsung survivors of the 
Middle Passage, to do that very thing—to stay. To 
stay is to affirm life and the possibility of redemp- 
tion. To stay—despite the circumstance of our com- 
ing (slavery), despite the efforts to remove us 
(lynching) or make us invisible (segregation). 

Angelou, in disarmingly picturesque and hu- 
morous scenes like this opening glimpse of her girl- 
self forgetting her lines and wetting her pants in 
her earliest effort at public speech, continually re- 
minds us that we survive the painfulness of life by 
the tender stabilities of family and community. As 
she hurries from the church trying to beat the wet- 
ness coursing down her thighs, she hears the bene- 
dictory murmurs of the old church ladies saying, 
“Lord bless the child,” and “Praise God.” 
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This opening recitation lays a metaphorical 
foundation for the autobiography, and for our un- 
derstanding of the trauma of rape that causes Mar- 
guerite to stifle her voice for seven years. In some 
ways, the rape of Marguerite provides the center 
and the bottom of this autobiographical statement. 


Critics of the work charge that the scenes of 
seduction and rape are too graphically rendered: 


He [Mr. Freeman] took my hand and said, ‘Feel it.” 
It was mushy and squirmy like the inside of a freshly 
killed chicken. Then he dragged me on top of his 
chest with his left arm, and his right hand was mov- 
ing so fast and his heart was beating so hard that [ 
was afraid that he would die.... Finally he was quiet, 
and then came the nice part. He held me so softly 
that I wished he wouldn’t ever let me go. 


The seeming ambivalence of this portrait of the 
dynamics of interfamilial rape elicits distaste 
among those who prefer, if rape must be portrayed 
at all, for it to be painted with the hard edges of 
guilt and innocence. Yet, this portrait reflects the 
sensibilities of eight-year-old Marguerite John- 
son—full of her barely understood longings and the 
vulnerability of ignorance: 


... Mama had drilled into my head: “Keep your legs 
closed, and don’t let nobody see your pocketbook.” 


Mrs. Baxter has given her daughter that 
oblique homespun wisdom designed to delay the 
inevitable. Such advice may forewarn, but does not 
forearm and, characteristic of the period, does not 
even entertain the unthinkable improbability of the 
rape of a child. Aside from this vague caution, and 
the knowledge that “lots of people did ‘it’ and they 
used their ‘things’ to accomplish the deed. ..,”” Mar- 
guerite does not know how to understand or re- 
spond to the gentle, seemingly harmless Mr. Free- 
man because he is “family,” he is an adult (not to 
be questioned), and he offers her what appears to 
be the tenderness she craves that had not been char- 
acteristic of her strict southern upbringing. 


When asked why she included the rape in her 
autobiography, Angelou has said [in Conversations 
with Maya Angelou, edited by Jeffrey M. Elliot], 
“I wanted people to see that the man was not to- 
tally an ogre.” And it is this fact that poses one of 
the difficulties of rape and the inability of children, 
intellectually unprepared, to protect themselves. If 
the rapists were all terrible ogres and strangers in 
dark alleys, it would be easier to know when to run, 
when to scream, when to “say no.” But the devas- 
tation of rape is subtle in its horror and betrayal 
which creates in Marguerite feelings of complicity 
in her own assault. When queried by Mr. Freeman’s 
defense attorney about whether Mr. Freeman had 


ever touched her on occasions before the rape, Mar- 
guerite, recalling that first encounter, realizes im- 
mediately something about the nature of language, 
its inflexibility, its inability to render the whole 
truth, and the palpable danger of being misunder- 
stood: 


I couldn’t ... tell them how he had loved me once 
for a few minutes and how he had held me close be- 
fore he thought I had peed in my bed. My uncles 
would kill me and Grandmother Baxter would stop 
speaking, as she often did when she was angry. And 
all those people in the court would stone me as they 
had stoned the harlot in the Bible. And Mother, who 
thought I was such a good girl, would be so disap- 
pointed. But most important, there was Bailey. I had 
kept a big secret from him. 


To protect herself, Marguerite lies: “Everyone 
in the court knew that the answer had to be No. 
Everyone except Mr. Freeman and me.” 


Some schools that have chosen not to ban 
Caged Bird completely have compromised by 
deleting “those rape chapters.” It should be clear, 
however, that this portrayal of rape is hardly titil- 
lating or “pornographic.” It raises issues of trust, 
truth and lie, love, the naturalness of a child’s crav- 
ing for human contact, language and understand- 
ing, and the confusion engendered by the power 
disparities that necessarily exist between children 
and adults. High school students should be given 
the opportunity to gain insight into these subtleties 
of human relationships and entertain the “moral” 
questions raised by the work.... 


Caged Bird, in this scene so often deleted from 
classroom study, opens the door for discussion 
about the prevalent confusion between a young per- 
son’s desire for affection and sexual invitation. Cer- 
tainly, this is a valuable distinction to make, and 
one that young men and women are often unable 
to perceive or articulate. Angelou also reveals the 
manner by which an adult manipulates a child’s de- 
sire for love as a thin camouflage for his own crude 
motives. A further complication to the neat as- 
signment of blame is that Marguerite’s lie is not 
prompted by a desire to harm Mr. Freeman, but out 
of her feelings of helplessness and dread. Yet, she 
perceives that the effect of that lie is profound—so 
profound that she decides to stop her own voice, 
both as penance for the death of Mr. Freeman and 
out of fear of the power of her words: “... a man 
was dead because I had lied.” 


This dramatization of the ambiguity of truth 
and the fearfulness of an Old Testament justice 
raises questions of justice and the desirability of 
truth in a world strapped in fear, misunderstanding, 
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and the inadequacy of language. The story reveals 
how violence can emerge out of the innocent rou- 
tines of life; how betrayal can be camouflaged with 
blame; that adults are individual and multi- 
dimensional and flawed; but readers also see how 
Marguerite overcomes this difficult and alienating 
episode of her life. 


However, the work’s complexity is a gradual 
revelation. The rape must be read within the con- 
text of the entire work from the stammer of the 
opening scene, to the elegant Mrs. Flowers who re- 
stores Marguerite’s confidence in her own voice to 
the book’s closing affirmation of the forgiving 
power of love and faith. Conversely, all of these 
moments should be understood against the ravaging 
of rape. 


Marguerite’s story is emblematic of the his- 
toric struggle of an entire people and, by extension, 
any person or group of people. The autobiography 
moves from survival to celebration of life and stu- 
dents who are permitted to witness Marguerite’s 
suffering and ascendancy might gain in the nurtur- 
ing of their own potential for compassion, optimism 
and courage.... 


If parents are concerned about anything, it 
should be the paucity of assigned readings in the 
junior high and high school classrooms, and the 
quality of the classroom teaching approach for this 
(and any other) worthwhile book.... Caged Bird es- 
tablishes oppositions of place and time: Stamps, 
Arkansas vs. St. Louis and San Francisco; the 
1930s of the book’s opening vs. the slave origins 
of Jim Crow, which complicate images related to 
certain cultural aspects of African-American life in- 
cluding oral story traditions, traditional religious 
beliefs and practices, ideas regarding discipline and 
displays of affection, and other materials which 
bring richness and complexity to the book, but that, 
without clarification, can invite misapprehension. 
For example, when Marguerite smashes Mrs. Cul- 
linan’s best pieces of “china from Virginia” by “ac- 
cident,” the scene is informative when supported 
by its parallels in traditional African-American 
folklore, by information regarding the significance 
of naming in traditional society, and the cultural 
significance of the slave state practice of depriving 
Africans of their true names and cultural past. The 
scene, though funny, should not be treated as mere 
comic relief, or as a meaningless act of revenge. 
Mrs. Cullinan, in insisting upon “re-naming” Mar- 
guerite Mary, is carrying forward that enslaving 
technique designed to subvert identity; she is test- 
ing what she believes is her prerogative as a white 
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person—to establish who a black person will be, to 
call a black person by any name she chooses. She 
is “shock[ed] into recognition of [Marguerite’s] 
personhood” ([as Angelou writes in] Black Women 
Writers). She learns that her name game is a very 
dangerous power play that carries with it a serious 


risk. 

With sufficient grounding, 7 Know Why the 
Caged Bird Sings can provide the kinds of insights 
into American history and culture, its values, prac- 
tices, beliefs, lifestyles, and its seeming contradic- 
tions that inspired James Baldwin to describe the 
work, on its cover, as one that “liberates the reader 
into life simply because Maya Angelou confronts 
her own life with such a moving wonder, such a 
luminous dignity,” and as “... a Biblical study of 
life in the midst of death.” A book that has the po- 
tential to liberate the reader into life is one that de- 
serves our intelligent consideration, not rash judge- 
ments made from narrow fearfulness. Such a work 
will not “teach students a lesson.” It will demand 
an energetic, participatory reading. It will demand 
their seriousness. With the appropriate effort, this 
literary experience can assist readers of any racial 
or economic group in meeting their own, often 
unarticulated doubts, questions, fears, and perhaps 
assist in their own search for dignity. 


Source: Opal Moore, “Learning to Live: When the Bird 
Breaks from the Cage,” in Censored Books: Critical View- 
points, Nicholas J. Karolides, Lee Burress, John M. Kean, 
eds., 1993, pp. 306-16. 


Myra K. McMurry 


In this excerpt, McMurry explores the image 
of the caged bird as a symbol of Angelou’s strug- 
gle for self-realization in spite of the rigid roles 
that threatened her individuality. 


As a songwriter, journalist, playwright, poet, 
fiction and screenwriter, Maya Angelou is often 
asked how she escaped her past. How does one 
grow up, Black and female, in the rural South of 
the thirties and forties without being crippled or 
hardened? Her immediate response [in an interview 
by Sheila Weller for Intellectual Digest,] “How the 
hell do you know I did escape?” is subtly decep- 
tive. The evidence of Angelow’s creative accom- 
plishments would indicate that she did escape; but 
a closer look reveals the human and artistic com- 
plexity of her awareness. For the first volume of 
her autobiography, | Know Why the Caged Bird 
Sings, is not an exorcism of or escape from the past, 
but a transmutation of that past. The almost novel- 
istic clarity of Caged Bird results from the artistic 
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tension between Angelou’s recollected self and her 
authorial consciousness. Implicit in this dual 
awareness is the knowledge that events are signif- 
icant not merely in themselves, but also because 
they have been transcended. 


Angelou takes her title from Paul Laurence 
Dunbar’s poem, “Sympathy.” Dunbar’s caged bird 
sings from the frustration of imprisonment; its song 
is a prayer. Angelou’s caged bird sings also from 
frustration, but in doing so, discovers that the song 
transforms the cage from a prison that denies self- 
hood to a vehicle for self-realization. The cage is 
a metaphor for roles which, because they have be- 
come institutionalized and static, do not facilitate 
interrelationship, but impose patterns of behavior 
which deny true identity. 


In Caged Bird Angelou describes her efforts 
to adapt to the role of a young Black girl, the 
painfully humorous failures, and the gradual real- 
ization of how to transcend the restrictions. At a 
very early age, the child Angelou, Marguerite John- 
son, is an intensely self-conscious child; she feels 
that her true self is obscured. The autobiography 
opens with an episode in which Marguerite must 
recite a poem beginning, “What you looking at me 
for?” As she struggles for her lines in the Easter 
morning church service, she is conscious of her 
dual self, which is the constant subject of her fan- 
tasies. Beneath the ugly disguise—the lavender 
dress cut-down from a white woman’s throwaway, 
the skinny legs, broad feet, nappy hair, and teeth 
with a space between—was the real Marguerite 
Johnson, a sweet little white girl with long blond 
hair, “everybody’s dream of what was right with 
the world.” She mixes elements of fairy tale and 
Easter story to imagine that a cruel fairy step- 
mother had changed her from her true self to her 
present condition. And she relishes the recognition 
scene in which people will say, ‘“ ‘Marguerite 
(sometimes it was “dear Marguerite”), forgive us, 
please, we didn’t know who you were,’ and [she] 
would answer generously, ‘No, you couldn’t have 
known. Of course I forgive you.’” This introduc- 
tory episode is emblematic of the child’s perspec- 
tive. She is in a cage which conceals and denies 
her true nature, and she is aware of her displace- 
ment. Someone whispers the forgotten lines and she 
completes the poem, which suggests transcen- 
dence: 


What you looking at me for? 
I didn’t come to stay. 


I just come to teli you it’s Easter Day. 


But for Marguerite there is no transcendence. 
After painful confinement in the humiliating situ- 
ation, the pressure of her true self to escape takes 
on a physical urgency. She signals request to go to 
the toilet and starts up the aisle. But one of the chil- 
dren trips her and her utmost control is then effec- 
tive only as far as the front porch. In her view the 
choice was between wetting her pants or dying of 
a “busted head,” for what was denied proper vent 
would surely back up to her head and cause an ex- 
plosion and “the brains and spit and tongue and 
eyes would roll all over the place.” The physical 
violence of the destruction imagined is the child’s 
equivalent for the emotional violence of self- 
repression. 


In Marguerite’s world, rigid laws govern every 
aspect of a child’s life: there are laws for address- 
ing adults by proper title, laws for speaking and 
more for not speaking, laws about cleanliness and 
obedience, and about performance in school and 
behavior in church. Although she respects her 
brother Bailey for his ability to evade some laws, 
Marguerite is an obedient child. Her transgressions 
come, not of willful disobedience, but from loss of 
control in confrontations in which she is physically 
overpowered by a larger force. 


Much of the story of growing up as Marguerite 
Johnson is the story of learning to control natural 
responses. Not to laugh at funny incidents in 
church, not to express impatience when the guest 
preacher says too long a blessing and ruins the din- 
ner, not to show felt fear, are part of preparation 
for life in a repressive society. 


Although much of Marguerite’s repression is 
related to her being a child, the caged condition af- 
fects almost everyone in her world. The customers 
in her grandmother’s store were trapped in the cot- 
ton fields; no amount of hope and work could get 
them out. Bailey, for all his clever manipulations, 
was “locked in the enigma ... of inequality and 
hate.” Her Uncle Willie’s own body is his cage. 
Marguerite observes with the sensitivity of the 
adult Angelou looking back that he “must have 
tired of being crippled, as prisoners tire of peni- 
tentiary bars and the guilty tire of blame.” When 
Marguerite catches Uncle Willie pretending not to 
be crippled before some out-of-town visitors, she 
finds the common condition of being caged and the 
desire to escape ground for sympathy. “I under- 
stood and felt closer to him in that moment than 
ever before or since.” 


Even the indomitable grandmother, Anne Hen- 
derson, rises each morning with the consciousness 
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of a caged animal. She prays, “Guide my feet this 
day along the straight and narrow, and help me to 
put a bridle on my tongue.” But it is from her that 
Marguerite begins to learn how to survive in the 
cage. Angelou recalls a particular incident that hap- 
pened when she was about ten years old in which 
she began to realize her grandmother’s triumph. 
Momma, as Marguerite calls her, has come onto 
the porch to admire a design that Marguerite had 
raked in the yard. At the approach of some trou- 
blesome “powhitetrash” children, Momma sends 
Marguerite inside where she cowers behind the 
screen door. Momma stands solidly on the porch 
humming a hymn. The impudent children tease, 
mimic, and insult the older, respectable woman 
who, by any measure that Marguerite can think of, 
is their superior. As Marguerite watches and suf- 
fers humiliation for her grandmother, she wants to 
scream at the girls and throw lye on them, but she 
realizes that she is “as clearly imprisoned behind 
the scene as the actors outside are confined to their 
roles.” Throughout the performance, Momma 
stands humming so softly that Marguerite knows 
she is humming only because her apron strings vi- 
brate. After the children leave, Momma comes in- 
side and Marguerite sees that she is beautiful; her 
face is radiant. As Momma hums “Glory, glory, 
hallelujah, when I lay my burden down,” Mar- 
guerite realizes that whatever the contest had been, 
Momma had won. Marguerite goes back to her rak- 
ing and makes a huge heart design with little hearts 
inside growing smaller toward the center, and 
draws an arrow piercing through all the hearts to 
the smallest one. Then she brings Momma to see. 
In essence she is using the design to organize feel- 
ings she could not otherwise order or express, just 
as Momma has used the song to organize her 
thoughts and feelings beyond the range of the chil- 
dren’s taunts. She triumphs not only in spite of her 
restrictions, but because of them. It is because, as 
a Black woman, she must maintain the role of re- 
spect toward the white children that she discovers 
another vehicle for her true emotions. She has used 
her cage creatively to transcend it. 


The same principle works for a group as well 
as for an individual. What Maya Angelou had un- 
derstood intuitively or subconsciously as a ten- 
year-old comes to the level of conscious realiza- 
tion after her eighth-grade graduation. Marguerite’s 
graduation ceremony begins in an aura of magic, 
but just after the national anthem and the pledge of 
allegiance, the point at which they normally would 
have sung the song they considered to be the Ne- 
gro national anthem, the principal nervously sig- 
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nals the students to be seated. Then he introduces 
as commencement speaker a white politician who 
is on his way to another engagement and must 
speak out of order so that he can leave. His speech 
and the suppression of feeling his mere presence 
entails are humiliating reminders to the students of 
the restrictive white world in which they live. He 
talks of plans for an artist to teach at Central High, 
the white school, and of new microscopes and 
equipment for the Chemistry labs at Central. For 
Lafayette County Training School he promises the 
“only colored paved playing field in that part of 
Arkansas” and some equipment for the home eco- 
nomics building and the workshop. The implica- 
tions of his talk are crushing to the graduates. For 
Marguerite the occasion is ruined; she remembers 
that 


Graduation, the hush-hush magic time of frills and 
gifts and congratulations and diplomas, was finished 
for me before my name was called. The accom- 
plishment was nothing. The meticulous maps, drawn 
in three colors of ink, learning and spelling decasyl- 
labic words, memorizing the whole of The Rape of 
Lucrece—it was for nothing. Donleavy had exposed 
us. 


We were maids and farmers, handymen and washer- 
women, and anything higher that we aspired to was 
farcical and presumptuous. 


The white politician rushes off to his next en- 
gagement, leaving a gloom over the ceremony. One 
student recites “Invictus”—“I am the master of my 
fate, I am the captain of my soul”—but now it is a 
farce. As Henry Reed, the valedictorian, gives his 
address, Marguerite wonders that he could go on. 
But at the end, Henry turns to the graduates and 
begins to sing the song omitted earlier, the Negro 
national anthem. The students, parents and visitors 
respond to the familiar song—their own song, and 
as they sing, “We have come over a way that with 
tears has been watered, / We have come, treading 
our path through the blood of the slaughtered,” the 
separate, isolated individuals become a community 
with a common soul: 


We were on top again. As always again. We survived. 
The depths had been icy and dark, but now a bright 
sun spoke to our souls. I was no longer simply a mem- 
ber of the proud graduating class of 1940; I was a 
proud member of the wonderful, beautiful Negro 
race. 


Source: Myra K. McMurry, “Role-Playing as Art in Maya 
Angelou’s Caged Bird,” in South Atlantic Bulletin, No. 2, 
May, 1976, pp. 106-11. 
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At its appearance in 1952, Invisible Man was im- 
mediately hailed as a masterpiece. A work both 
epic and richly comic, it won the National Book 
Award for its author, Ralph Ellison. Invisible Man 
has been translated into fourteen languages and has 
never been out of print. A 1965 Book Week poll 
of two hundred writers and critics selected it as the 
most distinguished novel of the previous twenty 
years. Written in the style of a bildungsroman, or 
novel of education, the book chronicles the some- 
times absurd adventures of a young black man 
whose successful search for identity ends with the 
realization that he is invisible to the white world. 
Invisible Man is structurally complex and densely 
symbolic; some critics, in fact, faulted it for what 
they saw as literary excess. A major controversy 
centered on the book’s intended audience: some 
black critics argued that it was or should have been 
a “race” novel, while white critics were relieved 
that it was not. It also aroused the ire of black na- 
tionalists for sacrificing the broader concerns of 
black nationhood in the defense of a narrow indi- 
vidualism. This contentiousness dissipated over 
time, however, and the novel’s enduring qualities 
are now undisputed. Invisible Man deals with 
themes of individuality, identity, history, and re- 
sponsibility. The protagonist is repeatedly exhorted 
to look beneath the surface of things. Although El- 
lison freely acknowledged his debt to both Euro- 
pean and African American literary traditions, he 
used an astonishing range of African American folk 
forms in constructing his protagonist’s universe. 
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Critics agree that the influence of Invisible Man on 
American literature in general, and its role in bring- 
ing the blues and folklore into the mainstream of 
black experience in particular, is incalculable. 





Author Biography 


As a boy, Ralph Waldo Ellison announced that 
his ambition was to become a Renaissance man. “I 
was taken very early,” he would write, “with a pas- 
sion to link together all I loved within the Negro 
community and all those things I felt in the world 
which lay beyond.” Ellison was born on March 1, 
1914, in Oklahoma City, Oklahoma, to Ida Millsap 
and Lewis Ellison, who died when Ralph was three. 
Ellison’s mother worked tirelessly to provide a 
stimulating environment for Ralph and his brother, 
and her influence on the writer was profound. 


In 1933, at the age of nineteen, Ellison hopped 
a freight train to Tuskegee Institute in Macon 
County, Alabama, where he majored in music. In 
the summer of 1935 he traveled north to New York 
City to earn money for his last year in college; he 
never returned to Tuskegee. Instead, he stayed in 
New York and worked for a year as a freelance 
photographer, file clerk, and builder and seller of 
hi-fi systems, still intending a career in music. But 
then Richard Wright, the noted author of Black Boy 
and Native Son, invited him to write a book review 
for the 1937 issue of New Challenge, and Ellison’s 
career was decided. 


In 1938 Ellison joined the Federal Writers Pro- 
ject, which gave him opportunities to do research 
and to write, and helped to build his appreciation 
of folklore. Like other black intellectuals in the 
1930s, he found the Communist party’s active anti- 
racist stance appealing, but Ellison was also a fer- 
vent individualist, and he never became a party 
member. During 1942 Ellison was managing edi- 
tor of the Negro Quarterly, but thereafter he turned 
to writing stories. Two of his most acclaimed sto- 
ries before the publication of Invisible Man were 
“Flying Home” (1944) and “King of the Bingo 
Game” (1944); both dealt with questions of iden- 
tity. Ellison met Fanny McConnell in 1944, and the 
couple married in 1946. 


During World War II Ellison served as a cook 
in the merchant marines. He returned to the United 
States in 1945 and began Invisible Man. The novel 
appeared in 1952 and was a commercial and criti- 
cal success, winning the National Book Award in 
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1953, although some black nationalists felt the 
novel was not political enough. Ellison continued 
to write short stories, and in 1964 he published 
Shadow and Act, a collection of essays and inter- 
views about the meaning of experience. Many 
awards and lecture and teaching engagements fol- 
lowed, both at home and abroad, and Ellison be- 
came regarded as an expert on African American 
culture and folklore, American studies, and creative 
writing. 

The major question of Ellison’s later life was 
whether and when he would publish another novel. 
He had reportedly been working on a book since 
1955, but his progress was slow, and in 1967 a fire 
at Ellison’s home destroyed about 350 pages of the 
manuscript. The novel was left unfinished at his 
death, although eight excerpts from it have been 
published in literary journals. In 1986 Ellison pub- 
lished Going to the Territory, a collection of pre- 
viously published speeches, reviews, and essays. 
He died of pancreatic cancer on April 16, 1994. 


Plot Summary 


Prologue 
Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man chronicles the 
life of an unnamed, first-person narrator from his 
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youth in the segregated American South of the 
1920s to a temporary “hibernation,” twenty years 
later, in a “border area” of Harlem. From his “hole 
in the ground,” this “invisible man” responds to 
his “compulsion to put invisibility down in black 
and white” by telling his story. He begins by at- 
tempting to explain his own invisibility: “I am in- 
visible, understand, simply because people refuse 
to see me.” The tendency of others to distort what 
they see or to see “everything and anything” ex- 
cept him leads the narrator to question his own ex- 
istence. As a result, he feels resentment toward 
those who refuse to acknowledge his reality. When 
he bumps into one such person on the street, the 
narrator responds to the man’s slurs with swift vi- 
olence. He is kept from killing him only by the un- 
nerving realization that his victim did not, in fact, 
see him as another human being but rather as a 
“phantom” or a mirage. The narrator notes one cu- 
rious advantage of invisibility, a “slightly differ- 
ent sense of time” that allows one to “see around 
corners.” After accidentally smoking a “reefer” 
and experiencing a hallucinogenic journey back 
through history to slave times, the narrator recog- 
nizes that his awareness of invisibility alone gives 
him a more useful sense of sight. He has, as he 
puts it, “illuminated the blackness of my invisi- 
bility,” and it remains for him to explain, in the 
rest of the novel, what has brought him to this new- 
found understanding of his own identity and of his 
role in American society. 


Chapters 1-6 

The narrator begins his story with his memo- 
ries of youth and adolescence in a small southern 
town. He recalls first, as the most baffling but pow- 
erful memory of his childhood, the final instruc- 
tions of his dying grandfather that he must live as 
a “traitor” and “a spy in the enemy’s territory.” 
These words become “like a curse” to the narrator 
as he grows older, for he finds reward in living a 
life of outward humility and he doesn’t understand 
how such a life might be called “treachery.” Asked 
by the leading white citizens of the town to repeat 
his graduation speech extolling submissiveness, the 
narrator finds himself required to participate in a 
battle royal, a blindfolded boxing match with nine 
of his schoolmates. Bloodied from the fight and hu- 
miliated by the racist jeers of the white men, the 
narrator still delivers his speech about “social re- 
sponsibility” and receives, as a “badge of office,” 
a brief case and a college scholarship. 


The narrator’s education at the “state college 
for Negroes” comes to an abrupt end during his ju- 
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nior year, when he shows a wealthy white bene- 
factor of the college, Mr. Norton, parts of the South 
that the college wishes to hide from its Northern 
visitors. Mr. Norton is horrified by what he hears 
from Jim Trueblood (a black sharecropper who has 
impregnated his own daughter) and by what he sees 
in the Golden Day (a “slave-quarter” brothel). Be- 
cause he has thus embarrassed the school and 
threatened its reputation, the narrator is temporar- 
ily expelled by the president of the college, Dr. 
Bledsoe. After listening to an impassioned speech 
about the school’s mission by Homer A. Barbee, 
the narrator is advised by Bledsoe to go to New 
York to earn his fees for the following year. Pro- 
vided with sealed letters to several of the school’s 
“friends” in the North, the narrator boards a bus, 
optimistic that he will soon return to complete his 
education. 


Chapters 7-14 

The narrator’s confidence soon wavers, when 
a veteran from the Golden Day heading North on 
the same bus urges him to “come out of the fog” 
and “learn to look beneath the surface” of his life. 
Once in New York the narrator feels alternately 
confident and frightened, more free than in the 
South but more confused. His doubts increase af- 
ter his first six letters yield no job opportunities. 
With his seventh letter the narrator meets Young 
Emerson, the disillusioned son of one of the col- 
lege’s wealthy benefactors, from whom he learns 
that Bledsoe’s letters of introduction in fact bar him 
from ever returning to the school. Stunned by this 
discovery, the narrator abandons his loyalty and 
submission to the college and knows that he will 
“never be the same.” 


Finding work at the Liberty Paint factory, the 
narrator is branded a “fink” by the unionized work- 
ers, then moments later is accused of being a union- 
izer by Lucius Brockway. Before the end of the day 
he contributes to a boiler-room explosion that 
leaves him seriously injured and unconscious. He 
awakes in the factory hospital, where, in order to 
assure that “society will suffer no traumata on his 
account,” doctors attempt to “cure” him with an 
electric-shock lobotomy. After his release from the 
hospital, the narrator is unsure of who he is, feel- 
ing disconnected from both his mind and his body. 
Drifting back to Harlem, he is taken in by Mary 
Rambo, an elderly black woman he meets coming 
out of the Lenox Avenue subway. Here his search 
for identity becomes an “obsession,” and he roams 
the city without purpose until he comes across an 
eviction in progress. Speaking to the angry crowd 
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Unemployed men in a Harlem neighborhood, Lenox Avenue, 1935. 


in defense of the elderly black couple, the narrator 
comes to the attention of a member of the politi- 
cally radical Brotherhood. Recruited as a 
spokesperson for their cause, the narrator accepts 
a new name and a “new identity” and resolves once 
again to “leave the old behind.” 


Chapters 15-25 

After parting from Mary and moving into an 
apartment provided by the Brotherhood, the narra- 
tor delivers his first speech at a political rally. En- 
couraged by his own performance and the emo- 
tional reaction of the crowd, he resolves to find a 
meaningful identity in the Brotherhood that is “not 
limited by black and white.” After the narrator 
meets Tod Clifton, another young black man ac- 
tive in the Brotherhood, the two are involved in a 
street fight with the black nationalist Ras the Ex- 
horter. Although denounced by Ras for working 
side by side with white men, the narrator is “dom- 
inated by the all-embracing idea of Brotherhood” 
and convinced that he plays a “vital role” in the 
work of the organization. His confidence is mo- 
mentarily shaken by an anonymous warning that he 
not “get too big,” but he is reminded of what he is 
working for by Brother Tarp’s gift of a leg link that 
he had filed open to escape from a southern chain 


gang. 


The narrator begins to question the aims of the 
Brotherhood after he is denounced by Brother Wre- 
strum and is transferred out of Harlem to lecture 
downtown on “the Woman Question.” When he re- 
turns to Harlem after Tod Clifton’s disappearance, 
he finds the movement weakened and disorganized 
and discovers Clifton on the street hawking paper 
Sambo dolls. Moments later, the narrator watches 
as Clifton is gunned down by a police officer. With 
his eyes opened to aspects of Harlem and of the 
Brotherhood that he had never seen before, the nar- 
rator leads a funeral march for Clifton at which he 
abandons “scientific” political arguments for hon- 
est emotional expression. Roaming the streets of 
Harlem after again being denounced by the Broth- 
erhood, the narrator discovers a world of contra- 
diction and “possibility” that causes him to see his 
past experiences in a new light: 


... leaning against that stone wall in the sweltering 
night, I began to accept my past and, as I accepted 
it, I felt memories welling up within me. It was as 
though I'd leamed suddenly to look around corners; 
images of past humiliations flickered through my 
head and I saw that they were more than separate ex- 
periences. They were me; they defined me. I was my 
experiences and my experiences were me, and no 
blind men, no matter how powerful they became, 
even if they conquered the world, could take that, or 
change one single itch, taunt, laugh, cry, scar, ache, 
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rage or pain of it. They were blind, bat blind, mov- 


ing only by the echoed sounds of their own voices.... 
They were very much the same, each attempting to 
force his picture of reality upon me and neither giv- 
ing a hoot in hell for how things looked to me. I was 
simply a material, a natural resource to be used. I had 
switched from the arrogant absurdity of Norton and 
Emerson to that of Jack and the Brotherhood, and it 
all came out the same—-except I now recognized my 
invisibility. 

After this powerful recognition, the narrator re- 
solves to undermine the Brotherhood. But before 
he can discover their plans for him and for Harlem, 
he is swept up in a riot initiated by Ras, now called 
“the Destroyer.” Narrowly escaping death at the 
hands of Ras and his henchmen, the narrator falls 
into an open manhole where he sleeps, dreams, and 
eventually decides to “take up residence.” 


Epilogue 

From his “hole in the ground,” the narrator 
ends his story by reflecting on his painful past, his 
present uncertainty and anger, and the possibility 
that he may yet emerge from his “hibernation” 
and—though still an invisible man in American so- 
ciety—find “a socially responsible role to play.” 


Characters 


The Reverend Homer A. Barbee 


A blind preacher from Chicago of substantial 
rhetorical skill who gives the Founder’s Day speech 
at the college. 


Dr. A. Herbert Bledsoe 


Dr. Bledsoe is the president of the college at- 
tended by the invisible man. Called “Old Bucket- 
head” by the students, he is a shrewd survivor who 
has spent his career humoring the white trustees in 
the hopes of retaining his position. A person of con- 
siderable affectation, he can manage even in striped 
trousers and a swallow-tail coat topped by an as- 
cot tie to make himself look humble. He is aghast 
when the invisible man tells him that he took Mr. 
Norton to see Jim Trueblood because that’s what 
the trustee wanted to do: “My God, boy! You’re 
black and living in the South—did you forget how 
to lie?” His recipe for success is to attain power 
and influence by making the right contacts and 
“then stay in the dark and use it!” His self-interest 
makes him capable of betrayal, as when he lets the 
invisible man head off for New York City think- 
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ing that the letters he is carrying addressed to var- 
ious trustees are letters of recommendation. 


Lucius Brockway 

The invisible man’s irascible second supervi- 
sor at Liberty Paints. “Lucius Brockway not only 
intends to protect hisself, he knows how to do it! 
Everybody knows I been here ever since there’s 
been a here.” His one worry is that the union will 
do him out of a job. 


Brother Tod Clifton 

Young and handsome, Clifton is the leader of 
the Brotherhood youth: “a hipster, a zoot suiter, a 
sharpie.” He has run-ins with Ras the Exhorter over 
their philosophical differences. He is friendly and 
helpful to the invisible man, despite the hero’s be- 
ing made his superior. “I saw no signs of resent- 
ment,” says the invisible man in admiration, “but 
a complete absorption in the strategy of the meet- 
ing.... I had no doubt that he knew his business.” 
Brother Clifton has put his full faith in the broth- 
erhood, and when he is abandoned by it, his de- 
spair is total. He plunges “outside of history,” be- 
coming a street peddler selling paper black sambo 
dolls, and is murdered by the police. His death is 
a defining moment for the invisible man. 


Emma 

One of the first members of the Brotherhood 
the invisible man meets. The hero is skeptical of 
the Brotherhood’s motives when he hears Emma 
ask, “But don’t you think he should be a little 
blacker?” 


Grandfather 

The invisible man’s grandfather, whom the 
protagonist had always thought of as a model of 
desirable conduct. He is dead when the novel be- 
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gins, but his influence on the invisible man is pow- 
erful. His dying words were, “Son, ... I never told 
you, but our life is a war and I have been a traitor 
all my born days, a spy in the enemy’s country ever 
since I give up my gun back in the Reconstruction. 
Live with your head in the lion’s mouth. I want you 
to overcome ’em with yeses, undermine ’em with 
grins, agree ’em to death and destruction, let ’em 
swoller you till they vomit or bust wide open.... 
Learn it to the younguns.” These words prick the 
invisible man’s complacency, and he remembers 
them as a curse that haunts him throughout his jour- 
ney, a reminder that all is not right in the world. 


Halley 
The spirited manager at The Golden Day. 


Brother Hambro 

Hambro takes the invisible man through a four- 
month period of intense study and indoctrination 
after his arena speech to the Brotherhood to cor- 
rect his “unscientific” tendencies. “A tall, friendly 
man, a lawyer, and the Brotherhood’s chief theo- 
retician.” he tells the invisible man that “it’s im- 
possible not to take advantage of the people....The 
trick is to take advantage of them in their own best 
interest.” 


Invisible Man 


The unnamed protagonist of the novel. In ex- 
plaining to the reader what he has done to be so 
“black and blue,” the hero says, “I was looking for 
myself and asking everyone except myself ques- 
tions which I, and only I, could answer.” By the 
end of his adventures, he will conclude “that I am 
nobody but myself. But first I had to discover that 
I am an invisible man!” The invisible man starts 
his tale as an innocent, one who believes that “hu- 
mility was the secret, indeed, the very essence of 
progress.” His greatest aspiration is to be an assis- 
tant to Dr. Bledsoe, the president of his college, 
who kowtows to whites in an attempt to hold on to 
his position. The invisible man believes, con- 
sciously or unconsciously, “the great false wisdom 
... that white is right” and that it is “advantageous 
to flatter rich white folks.” He grudgingly admires 
other blacks who do not share his scruples; for in- 
stance, he is both humiliated and fascinated by the 
sharecropper Jim Trueblood’s self-confessed tale 
of incest, and he is similarly impressed by the vet 
at The Golden Day: “I wanted to tell Mr. Norton 
that the man was crazy and yet I received a fearful 
satisfaction from hearing him talk as he had to a 
white man.” 


Although he has the “queer feeling that I was 
playing a part in some scheme which I did not un- 
derstand,” he ignores his instincts, as when, for in- 
stance, he personally delivers to prospective em- 
ployers in New York City what he foolishly 
believes to be positive letters of recommendation 
from Dr. Bledsoe “like a hand of high trump 
cards.” For every two steps forward, he takes one 
back. His experience in the factory hospital, for 
example, is a kind of awakening, and he develops 
an “obsession with my identity” that causes him 
to “put into words feelings which I had hitherto 
suppressed.” But though he is skeptical of the 
Brotherhood’s motives in recruiting him—‘What 
am I, a man or a natural resource?”—and their ob- 
vious emphasis on the “we,” the invisible man sets 
aside his misgivings and embraces the organiza- 
tion; “it was a different, bigger ‘we,’” he tells him- 
self. He is kind, joining the Brotherhood partly out 
of desire to pay Mary Rambo the rent money he 
owes her, and loyal to people like Brother Tarp 
and Brother Clifton in whom he senses a funda- 
mental goodness. But he is forever second- 
guessing himself, and it takes the raw injustice of 
Brother Clifton’s murder to spark the invisible man 
into consciousness: “Outside the Brotherhood we 
were outside history; but inside of it they didn’t 
see us.... Now I recognized my invisibility.” At 
first defiant—”But to whom can I be responsible, 
and why should I be, when you refuse to see 
me?”—by the end of the novel the invisible man 
is ready to come out, “since there’s a possibility 
that even an invisible man has a socially respon- 
sible role to play.” 





Brother Jack 


The Brotherhood’s district leader for Harlem, 
he befriends the invisible man after hearing him ad- 
dress a crowd gathered to witness the eviction of 
an elderly black couple, and sets about recruiting 
him to the Brotherhood. That his motives might be 
suspect is evident from the beginning, when he asks 
the invisible man, “How would you like to be the 
new Booker T. Washington?” (Washington was 
viewed negatively as an accommodationist by 
many blacks) and warns him, “You mustn’t waste 
your emotions on individuals, they don’t count.” 
Brother Jack turns out to be the author of an anony- 
mous threat mailed to the invisible man. 


Mr. Kimbro 


The invisible man’s first supervisor at Liberty 
Paints. 
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Mr. Norton 

A white philanthropist and trustee of the col- 
lege attended by the invisible man, Mr. Norton de- 
scribes himself as “a trustee of consciousness” and 
believes that the students of the college are his 
“fate.” He calls his “real life’s work ... my first- 
hand organizing of human life.” A romantic about 
race, he insists on being taken to the old slave quar- 
ters, where he expects to hear a lively folktale but 
instead is treated to a matter-of-fact account of in- 
cest by Jim Trueblood. Norton is the cause of the 
invisible man’s expulsion from the school. 


Old Bucket-head 
See Dr. A. Herbert Bledsoe 


Mary Rambo 

Mary Rambo runs a rooming house and takes 
the invisible man in after finding him ill in the street 
following his stay in the factory hospital. The only 
person to treat him with genuine affection, Mary is 
cynical about the big city, and puts her faith in the 
newcomers from the south: “I’m in New York, but 
New York ain’t in me.” The invisible man does not 
think of Mary as a “‘friend’; she was something 
more—a force, a stable, familiar force like some- 
thing out of my past which kept me from whirling 
off into some unknown which I dared not face.” 


Ras the Exhorter 

Modeled on Marcus Garvey, though not a car- 
icature of him. Ras is a flamboyant West African 
nationalist who preaches black pride, a return to 
Mother Africa, and a willingness to die for one’s 
principles. Ras and the Brotherhood are engaged in 
a perpetual turf war, and Ras repeatedly exhorts the 
black members of the Brotherhood to remember 
their history. He says to Brother Tod Clifton: “You 
my brother, mahn. Brothers are the same color; how 
the hell you call these white men brother?... Broth- 
ers the same color. We sons of Mama Africa, you 
done forgot? You black, BLACK! ... You African. 
AFRICAN!” 


Rinehart 

A mysterious figure who signs himself a “Spir- 
itual Technologist.” The reader never meets Rine- 
hart, but the invisible man is mistaken for him by 
so many different people that he ends up puiting 
together a fascinating though confusing composite: 
“Still, could he be all of them: Rine the runner and 
Rine the gambler and Rine the briber and Rine the 
lover and Rinehart the Reverend? Could he him- 
self be both rind and heart? What is real anyway? 
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... Perhaps the truth was always a lie.” It is in try- 
ing to figure out Rinehart that the invisible man be- 
gins to see both how complex reality is and that it 
is possible to live with contradictions. 


Sybil 

Wife of a member of the Brotherhood with 
whom the invisible man has a brief liaison in the 
hope of gaining inside information on the organi- 
zation. 


Brother Tarp 


An old but ideologically vigorous member of 
the Brotherhood. “He can be depended upon in the 
most precarious circumstance,” Brother Jack tells 
the invisible man. Brother Tarp hangs on the invis- 
ible man’s office wall a picture of Frederick Dou- 
glass, which reminds him of his grandfather. Un- 
like the invisible man, who left the south more or 
less voluntarily, Brother Tarp was forced to escape 
to the north after spending nineteen years on a chain 
gang because “I said no to a man who wanted to 
take something from me.” He gives the invisible 
man a link from his ankle iron as a keepsake. 


Jim Trueblood 


Once respected as a hard worker and a lively 
storyteller, Jim Trueblood is a black sharecropper 
who has since shamed the black community and 
who shocks Mr. Norton with his matter-of-fact ac- 
count of incest with his daughter. Despite the aw- 
fulness of his crime, Trueblood’s refusal to stint on 
the details or to make excuses for himself reveals 
a basic integrity that is reflected in his name, and 
the invisible man listens to him with a mixture of 
horror and admiration. 


Veteran at the Golden Day 


A skilled doctor who served in France and on 
his return to the States is run out of town and ends 
up in the local mental hospital. He attends to Mr. 
Norton after his heart attack at the Golden Day. The 
invisible man is impressed with the bold way the 
vet talks to the white trustee. The vet is the first per- 
son to grasp the invisible man’s dilemma: “You 
cannot see or hear or smell the truth of what you 


see. 


Peter Wheatstraw 


A kindly rubbish man the invisible man meets 
in the streets of Harlem singing the blues and who 
makes him think nostalgically of home. 
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Brother Wrestrum 

A troublemaker, jealous of the invisible man. 
He makes a false accusation that indirectly results 
in the protagonist’s being taken out of Harlem and 
sent downtown. 


Themes 


Identity 

In Invisible Man, an unnamed protagonist sets 
out on a journey of self-discovery that takes him 
from the rural south to Harlem. Learning who he 
is means realizing that he is invisible to the white 
world, but by the end of his journey the hero has 
the moral fiber to live with such contradictions. The 
overwhelming theme of the novel is that of iden- 
tity. While the novel has to do with questions of 
race and prejudice, most critics agree that these 
ideas are subsumed under the broader questions of 
who we think we are, and the relationship between 
identity and personal responsibility. The invisible 
man’s moment of self-recognition occurs almost si- 
multaneously with his realization that the white 
world does not see him, but Ellison seems to be 
saying, “Well, don’t worry about that.” Until the 
invisible man can see himself, he can only be pas- 
sive, “outside of history.” At the beginning of the 
novel, even Jim Trueblood has a stronger sense of 
himself than does the hero: “and while Pm singen’ 
them blues I makes up my mind that 1 ain’t nobody 
but myself and ain’t nothin’ I can do but let what- 
ever is gonna happen, happen.” In fact, everybody 
but the invisible man seems to be aware of his prob- 
lem. The vet at The Golden Day sees it, remarking 
to Mr. Norton: “Already he is—well, bless my soul! 
Behold! a walking zombie! Already he’s learned to 
repress not only his emotions but his humanity. 
He’s invisible, a walking personification of the 
Negative, the most perfect achievement of your 
dreams, sir! The mechanical man!” And Mr. Bled- 
soe, the college president, tells the hero, “You’re 
nobody, son. You don’t exist—can’t you see that?” 
Ironically, when the invisible man offers to prove 
his identity to the son of Mr. Emerson, a white 
trustee, the son answers him in the careless man- 
ner of someone for whom identity has never been 
a question, “Identity! My God! Who has any iden- 
tity any more anyway?” When the invisible man 
joins the Brotherhood, Brother Jack gives him a 
“new identity.” 


Though he constantly stumbles, every misstep 
seems to bring the hero a little closer to solving the 


puzzle of who he is. For example, after the opera- 
tion at the hospital, when a doctor holds up a sign 
that reads “WHO WAS BUCKEYE THE RAB- 
BIT?”, the invisible man begins thinking about his 
identity. And in the wake of Brother Clifton’s mur- 
der, he remembers past humiliations and sees that 
they have defined him. 


Individualism 

Another theme that pervades the novel is that 
of individuality. Although he may be uncertain of 
his identity, the invisible man has never quite lost 
the sense that he is an individual. One of the su- 
perficial arguments he uses for leaving Mary 
Rambo without saying goodbye to her is that peo- 
ple like her “usually think in terms of ‘we’ while I 
have always tended to think in terms of ‘me’—and 
that has caused some friction, even with my own 
family.” He rationalizes the Brotherhood’s empha- 
sis on the group by deluding himself into thinking 
that it is a “bigger ‘we.’” But though he tries, the 
invisible man cannot fully suppress his individual- 
ity, which continues to intrude on his conscious- 
ness. After his first official speech to the Brother- 
hood, he remembers unaccountably the words of 
Woodridge, a lecturer at the college, who told his 
students that their task was “that of making our- 
selves individuals.... We create the race by creat- 
ing ourselves.” At the funeral for Brother Tod 
Clifton, whose murder is one of several epiphanies, 
or moments of illumination, in the novel, the in- 
visible man looks out over the people present and 
sees “not a crowd but the set faces of individual 
men and women.” 


Duty and Responsibility 

The theme of responsibility has to do with 
making choices and accepting the consequences of 
our actions. The invisible man uses the term at sev- 
eral reprises, but it is only toward the end of his 
adventures that he is able to match the word with 
its true meaning. In the course of the “battle royal,” 
he uses the words “social responsibility” to impress 
the Board of Education, because “whenever I ut- 
tered a word of three or more syllables a group of 
voices would yell for me to repeat it.” When he 
cannot get Dr. Bledsoe to see that what has hap- 
pened to Dr. Norton is not his fault, the hero be- 
lieves that by taking “responsibility” for the mishap 
he will be able to get on with his career. But what 
he means by taking responsibility is smoothing 
things over, and he cannot control the result. As he 
moves from one troubling experience to another, 
however, a growing maturity is evident, and peo- 
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ple come to depend on him. When Brother Jack 
asks him by what authority he organized the rally 
for the people following Brother Tod Clifton’s fu- 
neral, the invisible man tells him it was on his “per- 
sonal responsibility,” and offers a coolly reasoned 
defense. At the end of the novel, when he is about 
to leave his hole, he talks about the “possibility of 
action” and explains that even an “invisible man 
has a socially responsible role to play,” echoing 
with mild irony the phrase he once used without 
thinking. 


Blindness 


Blindness as a kind of moral and personal fail- 
ing is a recurring motif, or theme, in the novel. 
Whether inflicted by others, as in the “battle royal,” 
where the young men are forcibly blindfolded, or 
as evidence of confusion, as when the invisible man 
describes stumbling “in a game of blindman’s 
buff,” the idea of blindness is used to multiple ef- 
fect. The Reverend Homer A. Barbee is literally 
blind, Brother Jack has a glass eye, white people 
cannot see the invisible man, and the hero cannot 
see himself. A variation on the theme is the idea of 
looking but not seeing, of not trying to see, which 
comes back to the theme of responsibility. Various 
characters impress on the invisible man the impor- 
tance of not accepting things as they are. “For 
God’s sake,” the vet from The Golden Day tells 
him, “learn to look beneath the surface. Come out 
of the fog, young man.” And the son of the white 
trustee Emerson asks him, “Aren’t you curious 
about what lies behind the face of things?” 


History and Folklore 

In Invisible Man history and identity are in- 
extricably bound: we are the sum of our history 
and our experience. This message is brought home 
in the novel both overtly—‘What is your past and 
where are you going?” Ras the Exhorter asks an 
uncomfortable Brother Tod Clifton—and _ indi- 
rectly, as in Mary Rambo’s advice to the invisible 
man that it is the young who will make changes 
but “something’s else, it’s the ones from the South 
that’s got to do it, them what knows the fire and 
ain’t forgot how it burns. Up here too many for- 
gits.” That is, you are your history, but only if you 
remember it. An inventory of the sad belongings 
of the couple the hero finds on the Harlem side- 
walk reads like a synopsis of the story of blacks 
in America, and the power of the associations the 
objects evoke inspires the invisible man to address 
a crowd for the first time. Closely related to the 
theme of history is the motif of folklore as a link 
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Topics for 
Further 
Study | 


e Research some of the major demographic shifts 
occurring in the world today, and compare the 
reasons for them with those that motivated the 
Great Migration North of 1910-1970 in the 
United States. 


e Explore current policies in medical ethics and 
informed consent and explain how these would 
affect the circumstances of the kind of operation 
performed on the invisible man in Ellison’s 
novel. 


e Investigate current housing laws regarding the 
elderly, and explain how the couple who are 
evicted from their apartment in winter in the 
novel would be affected by them, and what their 
options for alternative living arrangements 
might be. 


to the past, particularly folktales, jazz, and the 
blues. The simple folk who appear in the book all 
seem rooted in a way the invisible man and oth- 
ers are not, and have a sureness about them that is 
reflected in their names: Jim Trueblood, Mary 
Rambo, Peter Wheatstraw, even Ras the Exhorter. 
Likewise, the hero’s grandfather has a “stolid 
black peasant’s face.” The vet at The Golden Day, 
who is a mental patient but does not appear to be 
completely insane, tells Mr. Norton that he had 
made a mistake in forgetting certain “fundamen- 
tals.... Things about life. Such things as most peas- 
ants and folk peoples almost always know through 
experience, though seldom through conscious 
thought.” 


Point of View 

At the outset of Invisible Man, the unnamed 
hero is in transition. He has discovered that he is 
invisible and has retreated from the world in defi- 
ance; but the reader senses that all is not resolved. 
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In the adventure that the invisible man proceeds to 
relate in the first person (“I”), his voice changes 
over time from that of a naive young man, to some- 
one who is clearly more responsible though still 
confused, to a person willing to deal with the world 
whatever the risks. The novel is framed by a Pro- 
logue and Epilogue. The story opens in the present, 
switches to flashback, and then returns to the pre- 
sent, but a step forward from the Prologue. Writing 
down the story has helped the hero to make up his 
mind about things. Leonard J. Deutsch attributes 
the complexity of the novel in part to this juxtapo- 
sition of perspectives of the “I” of the naive boy 
and the “T” of the older, wiser narrator. Anthony 
West, on the other hand, writing in The New Yorker, 
called the Prologue and the Epilogue “intolerably 
arty ... the two worst pieces of writing in the work.” 


Setting 

Invisible Man is set in an indeterminate time 
frame sometime between the 1930s and 1950s. The 
protagonist’s adventures take him from an un- 
named southern town to New York City, mirroring 
the migration during the period of the novel of over 
a quarter of a million African Americans from the 
rural south to the urban north in search of jobs. The 
novel opens on the campus of a southern black col- 
lege whose buildings and environs are repeatedly 
described in honeyed terms. Nevertheless, in ret- 
rospect the hero remembers it also as a flower-stud- 
ded wasteland maintained by the money of white 
philanthropists blind to the surrounding poverty. 
The action then moves to Harlem, a part of New 
York City associated with several political and cul- 
tural elements of importance in the novel: the ac- 
tive recruiting of black intellectuals by the Com- 
munist party in the United States, the rise of black 
nationalism, and the golden age of jazz. 


Symbol 


Invisible Man is rich with symbols that have 
given critics fertile ground for interpretation. For 
example, the “battle royal” that opens the book rep- 
resents the novel in a nutshell and serves as a mi- 
crocosmic portrayal of race relations in a socially 
segregated society. The narrator will clutch to him 
the briefcase the Board of Education awards him 
throughout his adventures, though he will burn its 
contents—which symbolize his middle-class aspi- 
rations—at the end. Ellison gives his characters 
names that often suggest something about their per- 
sonalities, for example, Dr. Bledsoe, Jim True- 
blood, Brother Wrestrum, or equally significant, as 
in the case of the protagonist, he does not name 
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them at all. Songs figure significantly in the novel. 
In the prologue, for instance, the hero remembers 
the words to a Louis Armstrong song, “What did I 
do / To be so black / And blue?” and at the end of 
the catastrophic visit to the slave quarters, which 
will result in the hero’s expulsion from college, the 
children are singing “London Bridge Is Falling 
Down.” The lobotomy-like operation undertaken to 
make the hero more amiable backfires and instead 
brings him somewhat to himself, constituting a 
symbolic rebirth. 


Literary Styles 

The many stylistic elements used in Invisible 
Man are part of what make it such a literary tour 
de force. Warren French, for example, has de- 
scribed the formal organization of the narrative as 
“a series of nested boxes that an individual, trapped 
in the constricting center, seeks to escape.” Several 
critics cite the use of varied literary styles, from the 
naturalism of the events at the college campus, to 
the expressionism, or subjective emotions, of the 
hero’s time with the Brotherhood, to the surrealism 
that characterizes the riot at the end of the novel. 
Invisible Man can be classed as a bildungsroman, 
or novel of education, similar to Voltaire’s Can- 
dide, in which the hero moves from innocence to 
experience. It has also been called picaresque be- 
cause of the episodic nature of the hero’s adven- 
tures, but this term implies a shallowness that the 
invisible man is finally able to overcome. Comedy 
and irony are used to good effect in both the episode 
with Jim Trueblood and the scene at The Golden 
Day. But most important, Ellison drew on the 
knowledge of African American folklore he ac- 
quired in his days with the Federal Writers Project, 
and the influence of that tradition, particularly jazz 
and the blues, is inextricably woven into the 
thought and speech of the characters. The Reverend 
Homer A. Barbee’s address, for example, is alive 
with gospel rhythms: “‘But she knew, she knew! 
She knew the fire! She knew the fire! She knew 
the fire that burned without consuming! My God, 
yes!” 





Historical Context 





The Great Migration 

The civil rights movement of the 1950s and 
1960s had its genesis in the Great Migration, the 
move north of 6.5 million black Americans from 
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¢ 1930s: Following an active policy of inclusion, 
the Communist party recruits many black lead- 
ers and thinkers. 


1952: A “witch-hunt” for communists begun by 
U.S. Senator Joseph McCarthy continues 
through the early 1950s and ruins many careers. 


Today: The 1980s see the collapse of commu- 
nism in Eastern Europe. In America, politics is 
increasingly middle-of-the-road. American 
communists are a small fringe group. 


¢ 1930s: The U.S. labor movement gains support 
under the New Deal, but prejudice against 
African Americans is widespread. 


1952: Union membership peaks in 1945 at 
35.5% of the non-agricultural workforce and is 
still strong in the 1950s. 


Today: Unions are fully integrated. But mem- 
bership is at an all-time low, and unions are 
forced to compromise on wages and benefits to 
preserve jobs. 


* 1930s: Brain surgery to correct the behavior of 
mentally ill patients, or lobotomy, is widely 
practiced between 1936 and 1956. 


Invisible Man 


1952: Lobotomy is largely abandoned in favor 
of alternative treatments including tranquilizers 
and psychotherapy. 


Today: Psychoactive drugs have become the 
first line of treatment for mental illness, and a 
de-emphasis of institutional care and the clos- 
ing of mental hospitals have produced increased 
homelessness. 


e 1930s: Big bands in the swing era give way to 
bebop, the basis for modern jazz, which arises 
in Kansas City and Harlem. Major influences 
are Charlie Parker, Dizzy Gillespie, and Thelo- 
nius Monk. 


1952: Progressive, or cool, jazz, with less con- 
voluted melodic lines, begins in New York City 
in the late 1940s and early 1950s. Lester Young 
and Miles Davis are major figures in the move- 
ment, which is better received critically than be- 
bop. 

Today: After a period of several decades of ex- 
perimentation, including a style called fusion, 
jazz settles into a revivalist phase. Popular artists 
include Wynton and Branford Marsalis, David 
Murray, and John Carter. 


the rural South. This created large black commu- 
nities like New York’s Harlem and Chicago’s 
South Side. In the early 1900s, black migration in- 
creased dramatically with the beginning of World 
War I in 1914, in response to the demand for fac- 
tory workers in the north. While the move did not 
bring social justice to blacks, it did provide some 
social, financial, and political benefits, and it es- 
tablished the issue of race in the national con- 
sciousness. Both Ralph Ellison and his protagonist, 
like so many before them, made the journey north. 
When the invisible man tells the vet from The 
Golden Day that he’s going to New York, the vet 
answers, “New York! That’s not a place, it’s a 
dream. When I was your age it was Chicago. Now 
all the little black boys run away to New York.” 
Northern black factory workers could expect 
to make two to ten times as much as their south- 
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ern counterparts, and thus newly arrived blacks 
from the south had an uneasy relationship with or- 
ganized white labor. Their reluctance to jeopardize 
their access to the industrial job market by taking 
part in labor agitation was exploited by their em- 
ployers to frustrate unions who hired black labor- 
ers to replace strikers. It was already clear by the 
1930s that America’s labor movement could only 
survive through integration, and between 1935 and 
the end of World War II, 500,000 blacks joined the 
Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO). But 
white opposition to bringing blacks into the unions 
persisted up to the time Ellison wrote Invisible 
Man. At Liberty Paints an office boy tells the in- 
visible man, “The wise guys firing the regular guys 
and putting on you colored college boys. Pretty 
smart. That way they don’t have to pay union 
wages.” And when Lucius Brockway mistakenly 
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Police arresting a man during the 1943 Harlem 
riots. 


thinks the invisible man has gone to a labor meet- 
ing, he fairly explodes. “‘That damn union,’ he 
cried, almost in tears. ‘That damn union! They af- 
ter my job! For one of us to join one of them damn 
unions is like we was to bite the hand of the man 
who teached us to bathe in the bathtub” ” 


American communists strongly advocated 
racial tolerance, thereby winning the support of 
black leaders and intellectuals, particularly during 
the Depression. Like Richard Wright, Ellison 
leaned on the party for financial support and be- 
cause it offered him a way of getting published. 
Nevertheless, Ellison objected to what he consid- 
ered to be a kind of thought control, and he never 
became a party member. During World War II, 
when the party advised against pushing issues of 
racial segregation in the U.S. armed forces, Ellison 
became disillusioned. In Invisible Man, the hero re- 
turns from an absence only to discover that “there 
had been, to my surprise, a switch in emphasis from 
local issues to those more national and international 
in scope, and it was felt for the moment the inter- 
ests of Harlem were not of first importance.” 


Nationhood and Civil Rights 

In 1916, Marcus Garvey came to the United 
States from Jamaica and founded the Universal Ne- 
gro Improvement Association (UNIA). Like Ras 


the Exhorter in Invisible Man, Garvey was an ar- 
dent and flamboyant nationalist, and he electrified 
Harlem with his message of black pride and self- 
determination through the recolonization of Africa. 
But Garvey’s arguments for racial separation were 
at odds with the integrationist efforts of commu- 
nists, and the schism between the two groups would 
outlast Garvey’s political demise in 1921. Another 
significant black nationalist figure of the 1930s was 
Sufi Abdul Mohammed; elements of his colorful 
personality turn up in Invisible Man in both Ras the 
Exhorter and Rinehart, the mysterious numbers 
runner and preacher. 


Some 400,000 black soldiers served in World 
War I, but they found that their devotion did not 
translate into respect abroad during the war or at 
home after it. Once overseas, blacks were relegated 
to menial tasks, were passed over for combat duty, 
and were subjected to continual harassment by 
whites. The society to which they returned was even 
more conservative on issues of race than the one 
they had left. The black press, particular W. E. B. 
Du Bois’s influential magazine The Crisis, was loud 
in its condemnation of reports of discriminatory 
treatment made by returning black soldiers. The out- 
rage felt by black veterans is described in an inci- 
dent in Invisible Man, where a group of black World 
War I veterans cause a disturbance at a whorehouse 
and bar called The Golden Day. One veteran de- 
scribes how he had served as a surgeon in France 
under the Army Medical Corps but was chased out 
of town on his return to America. 


The prospect of a new draft in the wake of the 
eruption of conflict in Europe again in 1939 led to 
civil rights protests in the early 1940s and violent 
racial incidents between white southerners and 
black northerners at military bases across the 
United States. The issue was responsible for the 
Harlem riot of 1943. The climax of Invisible Man 
is a riot in Harlem allegedly instigated by the Broth- 
erhood; the event is based in part on a riot that oc- 
curred there in 1935, which some commentators 
blamed on communist agitators. 





Critical Overview 


Invisible Man was published to instant ac- 
claim, though its complexity did not necessarily 
make it an easy read. Writing in Commentary in 
1952, Saul Bellow called it “a book of the very first 
order, a superb book,” praising in particular the 
episode in which Jim Trueblood tells his tale of in- 
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cest to Mr. Norton. “One is accustomed to expect 
excellent novels about boys, but a modern novel 
about men is exceedingly rare.” Anthony West 
wrote in The New Yorker that Invisible Man was 
“an exceptionally good book and in parts an ex- 
tremely funny one” and praised its “robust 
courage,” though he recommended skipping the 
Prologue and Epilogue and “certain expressionist 
passages conveniently printed in italics.” Like Bel- 
low, West congratulated Ellison on having written 
a book “about being colored in a white society 
[that] yet manages not to be a grievance book” and 
noted Ellison’s “real satirical gift for handling ideas 
at the level of low comedy.” In his study Native 
Sons, Edward Margolies noted the importance of 
jazz and the blues to the narrative and commented 
that what Ellison “seems to be saying [is] that if 
men recognize first that existence is purposeless, 
they may then be able to perceive the possibility of 
shaping their existence in some kind of viable 
form—in much the same manner as the blues artist 
gives form to his senseless pain and suffering.” 
However, Margolies bemoaned the thematic weak- 
ness of the novel, which is that “Ellison’s hero sim- 
ply has nowhere to go once he tells us he is invis- 
ible.” In a 1963 article in Dissent, Irving Howe 
called the novel a brilliant though flawed achieve- 
ment. “No white man could have written it, since 
no white man could know with such intimacy the 
life of the Negroes from the inside; yet Ellison 
writes with an ease and humor which are now and 
again simply miraculous.” 

The style of the novel has occasionally been 
criticized as excessive—Howe found Ellison “lit- 
erary to a fault”—but even the novel’s critics found 
much to praise in the symbolism, style, and narra- 
tive structure. Opinion was divided over the sec- 
tion dealing with the Brotherhood. West called it 
“perhaps the best description of rank-and-file Com- 
munist Party activity that has yet appeared in an 
American novel,” but Bellow found it less than 
convincing, and Howe wrote that “Ellison makes 
his Stalinist figures so vicious and stupid that one 
cannot understand how they could ever have at- 
tracted him or any other Negro.” 


The biggest controversy over the book has al- 
ways had to do with whether or not it was intended 
for a universal audience. Bellow praised Ellison for 
not having “adopted a minority tone. If he had done 
so, he would have failed to establish a true middle- 
of-consciousness for everyone.” Howe felt rather 
that “even Ellison cannot help being caught up with 
the idea of the Negro, ... for plight and protest are 
inseparable from that experience,” though he did 
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not say whether this was good or bad. Warren 
French asserts in Reference Guide to American Fic- 
tion that the book has frequently been misread: it 
is neither unique to the black experience nor “pi- 
caresque,” but both broader and more sophisticated. 
David Littlejohn straddled the debate, called Invis- 
ible Man “essentially a Negro’s novel ... written 
entirely out of a Negro’s experience, ... [b]ut it is 
not a ‘Negro novel.’... It is his story, really, not the 
race’s, not the war’s, except insofar as he is of the 
race and in the war.” Black nationalists argued that 
Ellison was not stringent enough, and John Oliver 
Killens and Amiri Baraka were particularly vocal 
critics. Ellison’s defense was that he had never been 
a propagandist. 

In 1953 Invisible Man was awarded the Na- 
tional Book Award for fiction. But controversy 
over what it meant and to whom continued. In his 
preface to the 1981 commemorative edition of the 
novel, Charles Johnson, whose Middle Passage 
won the National Book Award in 1990, remembers 
a time in the 1960s when “both Ellison and poet 
Robert Hayden were snubbed by those under the 
spell of black cultural nationalism, and when so 
many black critics denied the idea of ‘universality’ 
in literature and life.” This attitude was largely re- 
versed during the 1970s when white critics tired of 
waiting for Ellison’s hypothetical second novel and 
black readers began to be more appreciative of the 
book’s portrayal of black experience. Whatever the 
nature of the critical debate, Invisible Man has 
proved its staying power. Leonard Deutsch wrote 
that for all its brutal realism and cynicism, Invisi- 
ble Man “is basically a comic and celebratory work, 
for the hero is ultimately better off at the end: he 
has become the shaping artist of his tale.” 


Anthony M. Dykema-VanderArk 

In the following essay, Dykema-VanderArk, a 
doctoral candidate at Michigan State University, 
examines how the individual journey of the “In- 
visible Man” can represent the larger American 
experience. He asserts that Ellison’s novel con- 
cludes that “living as a true American requires 
faith—faith in equality and democracy when they 
are most out of reach, in the possibility of coming 
together when segregation predominates, in human 
complexity when society is obsessed with stereo- 
types.” 
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What 
Do I Read 
Next? 


e Notes of a Native Son (1955) is the first vol- 
ume of James Baldwin’s eloquent and influen- 
tial essays about being black in America and 
abroad. 


¢ Middle Passage (1990) is Charles Johnson’s Na- 
tional Book Award-winning tale of freedman 
Rutherford Calhoun’s voyage to Africa as a 
stowaway aboard the slave ship Republic. 


e Nobel prize-winner Toni Morrison’s novel Jazz 
(1992) captures the rhythms and mood of 
African American life in Harlem in the 1920s. 


e Native Son (1940) by Richard Wright tells the 
story of Bigger Thomas’s losing battle to escape 
the traps of race and class in Chicago in the 
1930s after the job he takes working for a 
wealthy white family goes tragically awry. 


e Ellison’s Shadow and Act (1964) is a collec- 
tion of essays and interviews in which the au- 
thor explores the meaning of existence and ex- 
perience. 


From his earliest published writings in the late 
1930s until his death in 1994, Ralph Ellison re- 
mained an outspoken commentator on American 
literature, culture, race, and identity, but his repu- 
tation has always rested most solidly on his one 
published novel, Invisible Man. Since its publica- 
tion in 1952, Invisible Man has consistently been 
singled out as one of the most compelling and im- 
portant novels of this century. Praised for both its 
artistic originality and its thematic richness, the 
novel continues to find new readers not least be- 
cause of the reading experience it provides—at 
once inspiring and unsettling, lucid and complex, 
approachable and profoundly challenging. From 
the powerful first line of the novel (“I am an in- 
visible man”), readers are engaged in the life of the 
narrator, this “invisible man,” as he tries to tell his 
story and “put invisibility down in black and 
white.” Moreover, the novel urges its readers to un- 
dertake a similar quest along with the narrator: to 
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examine the painful realities of American history 
and culture and, in the end, to seek the ways in 
which they, too, may have “a socially responsible 
role to play.” 


Like the familiar opening of Moby-Dick (“Call 
me Ishmael”), Invisible Man begins with a prologue 
by the novel’s first-person narrator, but in this case 
the introduction comes without a name: “IT am an 
invisible man.” The narrator’s name remains hid- 
den to the reader throughout the novel, but the im- 
portance of names and the act of naming becomes 
clear as his story unfolds. The narrator is “named” 
by nearly every person he encounters in the novel: 
He is, for example, a “boy” and a “nigger” to the 
“leading white citizens” of his town, just the same 
(to his surprise) to Dr. Bledsoe; a “cog” in the ma- 
chine of Mr. Norton’s “fate”; little more than a lab- 
oratory animal to the doctors in the factory hospi- 
tal; a race-traitor to Ras the Exhorter; and a “natural 
resource” to the Brotherhood. Each person or group 
that the narrator encounters tries to identify him, to 
impose an identity upon him, while ignoring or 
denying his own emotional and psychological sense 
of self. As he reflects on his experiences from his 
“hole in the ground,” he understands that this mis- 
naming is the real source of his identity crisis. He 
is “invisible” not from any lack of physicality or 
intelligence but because of a willed action of those 
around him, “simply because people refuse to see 
me.” But this blindness, this desire to call him by 
any name but his own, initially affects even the nar- 
rator himself. It takes him, as he acknowledges, “a 
long time and much painful boomeranging of my 
expectations to achieve a realization everyone else 
appears to have been born with: That I am nobody 
but myself.” 


Achieving that “realization” requires the nar- 
rator to come to terms with his personal history and 
with his place in the larger history of America. The 
first words of the narrator’s story in the first chap- 
ter of the book—“It goes a long way back ...”— 
establish immediately the importance of history and 
memory to his quest, and his narrative itself con- 
stitutes both memory and history “in black and 
white.” Much of the tension of the story, however, 
results from the narrator’s conflicted understand- 
ing of history and his desire to stifle his memories, 
to disconnect himself from his past. As he recol- 
lects his experiences at the college, for example, 
the narrator struggles to determine “what was real, 
what solid, what more than a pleasant, time-killing 
dream?” After rejecting the identity that he pos- 
sessed at the college, the narrator is left with “the 
problem of forgetting it,” of quieting “all the con- 
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tradictory voices shouting” inside his head. The 
narrator’s difficulty in leaving his past behind res- 
onates throughout his story, from the recurring 
voice and image of his grandfather to the physical 
reminders of his past that he carries with him 
throughout the novel. 


Two physical objects in particular—Primus 
Provo’s “FREE PAPERS” and Brother Tarp’s 
chain link—act as vivid emblems of the painful re- 
alities of America’s past. The narrator wants to be- 
lieve that the legacy of slavery and southern chain- 
gangs belong to the distant past: When he reads the 
“fragile paper” that once released a man from slav- 
ery, he tells himself, “Jt has been longer than that, 
further removed in time ....” But, as he begins to 
perceive in the factory hospital, the narrator’s quest 
for his own “freedom” and identity can only be ful- 
filled when he recovers that history, when he un- 
derstands its continuing relevance as part of his 
own past. He recognizes this connection fully only 
after rejecting the Brotherhood’s “scientific” lan- 
guage in favor of a more personal sense of history: 
“T began to accept my past and, as I accepted it, I 
felt memories welling up within me.... Images of 
past humiliations flickered through my head and I 
saw that they were more than separate experiences. 
They were me; they defined me.” Only after see- 
ing this composite picture of his past does the nar- 
rator recognize not only his invisibility but also the 
“great potentialities” and “possibilities” that exist 
in spite of that invisibility. 


Of course, “potentialities” and “possibilities” 
are just what the narrator finds—for a time—in the 
grand missions of the Founder’s college and the 
Brotherhood. At the college, the narrator identifies 
himself with Mr. Norton and with Dr. Bledsoe and 
feels that he is “sharing in a great work”; likewise, 
in the Brotherhood, he believes that he has found 
“a way to have a part in making the big decisions, 
of seeing through the mystery of how the country, 
the world, really operated.” What attracts the nar- 
rator to both groups is, in part, versions of history 
and visions of the future that are full of meaning, 
purpose, and direction. But both groups, he even- 
tually learns, maintain a strict control over all “pos- 
sibilities,” conceal all “contradictions,” and, as the 
vet at the Golden Day prophesied, finally see the 
narrator as “a thing and not a man.” These groups 
give him a “role” to play, but only as an “automa- 
ton,” a “child,” a “black amorphous thing.” 


When the narrator ends his story, then, by won- 
dering if “even an invisible man has a socially re- 
sponsible role to play,” it is clear that the answer 
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to his question rests on the entirety of his narrative 
and has no simple solution. “Social responsibility,” 
first of all, is precisely what the racist “leading 
white citizens” of his southern town desired from 
him, the responsibility of keeping himself in a sub- 
missive and segregated “place.” In contrast, the re- 
sponsible role that the narrator seeks for the future 
will go hand in hand with a belief—even if it is his 
alone—in the “social equality” that he inadver- 
tently pronounced to the horror of the white men. 
Such a role will also rest on “personal responsibil- 
ity” and emotional integrity of the sort that Jack 
and the Brotherhood denied to him. The narrator 
desires a role that neither engulfs his identity, his 
humanity, and his memory, nor requires, in his 
words, “Rinehartism-cynicism.” For his “mind,” 
his self, to be satisfied, he can neither “take ad- 
vantage of the people” nor take no responsibility at 
all: He “must come out” to play a meaningful part 
in society, whether or not he remains invisible to 
the people he encounters there. In the end, the nar- 
rator finds the key to his identity in a healthy con- 
tradiction, both “denouncing” and “defending” his 
society, saying “yes” and saying “no,” affirming a 
world whose “definition is possibility” at the same 
time he refuses to be blind to negations of that 
promise. 


A sense of “contradiction” and “possibility” 
may also, finally, be the key to the artistic power 
and continuing relevance of Ellison’s Invisible 
Man. Just as his narrator offers “no phony for- 
giveness,” no unambiguous moral to his story, so 
Ellison leaves many of the tensions and competing 
elements unresolved. Ellison implies that the truth 
of American society cannot be encompassed in ab- 
solutes such as hope or despair, idealism or cyni- 
cism, even love or hate, but rather requires a will- 
ingness on the part of each citizen to see both 
extremes and hold them in balance. As Ellison en- 
visions it, living as a true American requires faith— 
faith in equality and democracy when they are most 
out of reach, in the possibility of coming together 
when segregation predominates, in human com- 
plexity when society is obsessed with stereotypes. 
That the novel continues to move readers almost 
half a century after it was written testifies not only 
to the power of Ellison’s storytelling but also to the 
continuing relevance of these themes. Ellison’s 
success in reaching new readers each year affirms, 
it seems, the narrator’s final, unanswered question: 
“Who knows but that, on the lower frequencies, I 
speak for you?” 


Source: Anthony M. Dykema-VanderArk, in an essay for 
Novels for Students, Gale, 1997. 
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Stewart Lillard 


In the following excerpt, Lillard places Invis- 
ible Man within the epic tradition and calls the 
novel “a most successful attempt ... to produce the 
great American Negro epic.” 


[In Invisible Man], Ellison attempted to por- 
tray the theme of Negro endurance and cultural 
continuity by devising a plot which would include 
a maximum of experiences common to the Amer- 
ican Negroes, but which could be employed by a 
wandering hero in an episodic manner. For this plot 
he relied heavily on the social migration theme that 
promised equality to the Southern Negro but shat- 
tered his hopes in an economic jungle which ended 
with a dispossession in Harlem.... 


In the novel one unnamed youth progresses 
from a high school setting in Greenwood to the 
Southern college for Negroes and from there to 
Harlem. He does not remain in Harlem but seeks 
employment in the white neighborhoods of New 
York City and expresses interest in a scientific 
Brotherhood before returning to Harlem. In the fi- 
nal riot scene he flees from Harlem and discovers 
an underground cellar near Harlem situated in a 
white community bordering the Negro ghetto. His 
motivation for leaving Greenwood was the schol- 
arship presented him by the white community of the 
town. At the college, the hero again felt an external 
motivating force which this time catapulted him 
from the Southern college to New York supposedly 
under the same expectations that faced Eddie, 
Harry, and Marvin (of earning his college expenses 
for the next school year); but he soon felt the true 
motivating impulse of expulsion.... [Although] the 
hero in Invisible Man has achieved no recognition 
of his identity, he has developed a workable solu- 
tion and method of continued searching. 


Within the episodic migration theme, Ellison 
developed a central character ... [who] is nameless 
and achieves an enlarged symbolic position. As he 
confronts the idiosyncrasies and overt violence of 
his environment and the white man’s world that 
closes its doors to him, he is able to portray the 
frustrations and victories common to every man 
(“Who knows but that, on the lower frequencies, I 
speak for you?”); thereby, he achieves universal 
magnitude equivalent to the requirements for an 
epic hero. 


Robert Bone, in his attempt [in “Ralph Ellison 
and the Use of Imagination,” Anger and Beyond 
1966], to classify Invisible Man as a picaresque 
novel, recognizes the heroic qualities in the un- 


named character’s confrontations with reality: “His 
[Ellison’s] heroes are not victims but adventurers. 
They journey toward the possible in all ignorance 
of accepted limits. In the course of their travels, 
they shed their illusions and come to terms with re- 
ality.” The internal evidence from the novel further 
substantiates the heroic qualities of the hero, who 
alone must contend frequently with the machina- 
tions of the white mind. 


During the high school address before the 
drunken audience at the smoker in Chapter 1, the 
speaker illustrates his speech with the account of 
“a ship lost at sea” whose sailors ask for fresh wa- 
ter from the first friendly vessel they meet. The re- 
ply stresses self-reliance: “Cast down your bucket 
where you are.” Like the captain of the distressed 
vessel, the Negro youth has been taught to seek 
help where it can be obtained. He must seek and 
Strive for his own identity within society. 


The encounter with Mr. Norton following the 
ill-fated Golden Day episode again resounds with 
an emphasis on self-reliance, for Mr. Norton ex- 
plains that “‘Self-reliance is a most worthy virtue. 
I shall look forward with the greatest of interest to 
learning your contribution to my fate.’” Do not Dr. 
Bledsoe’s letters manipulate the hero into a posi- 
tion of being rejected by Mr. Emerson in New York 
City, a rejection that forces the hero to rely on his 
own skills rather than the reputation of his South- 
ern alma mater (“... that though the wide universe 
if full of good, no kernel of nourishing corn can 
come to him but through his toil bestowed on that 
plot of ground which is given to him to till”)? 


Following the youth’s symbolic second birth 
from the prefrontal lobotomy machine, he collides 
with the street crowds of New York without a pro- 
tective shield (his college ties that opened doors for 
him, or a strong body that enabled him to work in 
non-union plants and remain temporarily outside 
his Harlem environment); and he soon struggles for 
a new identity, although his “tail feathers” have 
been “picked clean” like Poor Robin’s. It is his en- 
counter with a “yam” seller in Harlem that reverses 
his bewilderment and enables him to regain an 
identity: 

This is all very wild and childish, I thought, but to 
hell with being ashamed of what you liked. No more 
of that for me. I am what I am! I wolfed down the 
yam and ran back to the old man.... 

Although this discovery and the search for 
identity has begun, it remains a disheveled stream 
of arabesqueness at the conclusion of the novel. El- 
lison’s hero apparently has yet a host of worlds to 
vanquish. 
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In his struggle the hero cannot act indepen- 
dently of all external forces. Ellison’s central hero 
is governed by his paternal grandfather’s deathbed 
command to act the part of an intelligencer toward 
the white society and “overcome ’em with yeses.” 
The hero, moreover, is also controlled by a natu- 
ralistic fate that is almost as important as the clas- 
sical Olympian interference. Beneath this fate, the 
hero is allowed some degree of independence 
whereby he may become self-reliant. But this self- 
reliance is restricted to the Negro world; regardless 
of his solutions for establishing his identity, the so- 
ciety in which the hero lives and must find work is 
a segregated society that limits his opportunities. 
Unlike the racial injustice portrayed in Ellison’s vi- 
gnette, “The Birthmark” (New Masses, July 2, 
1940), when Matt and Clara are repulsed by the 
brutality and barbarism of a lynching, the segre- 
gated social conditions in Invisible Man manipu- 
late the hero as though they were an amoral fate in 
which the hero finds himself. Within his limita- 
tions, the hero refuses to retreat from his heroic 
search for his identity. In the Epilogue he realizes 
his need to return to the streets of Harlem rather 
than live continually in complacent seclusion. (The 
only men worthy of praise of the gods during the 
heroic age were those who accomplished noble 
deeds.) And so the hero reasons, “Life is to be lived, 
not controlled; and humanity is won by continuing 
to play in face of certain defeat”—a restatement of 
the conflict that plagued men for centuries. 


Along with his grandfather’s deathbed com- 
mand, which haunts the hero throughout the novel 
as Anchises’ predictions in the underworld influ- 
enced Aeneas’ struggle in Italy or as Achilles’ po- 
tential return to his father would have eliminated 
his chances for universal fame, a limited number 
of additional epic similarities appear in Ellison’s 
novel: the hero’s Dantesque descent in the Pro- 
logue, Sybil’s Circean attempts to detain the hero 
from his mission, examples of gory combat, and 
one mock epic battle. 


In the Prologue the Negro youth’s descent into 
a cave that appears in a “reefer” dream is similar 
to Dante’s progress into Inferno following his night 
of wandering in a lonely woods. During the Broth- 
erhood portion of the novel the hero has been de- 
nounced by the party leaders, but before he can ef- 
fect his separation from the organization he is 
transferred to the downtown section of New York 
and assigned to lecture on the position of women 
in the United States. The women of the Brother- 
hood and Sybil in Chapter 24 are unable to seduce 
the hero. Their attempt to sap his stoic will has 
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failed, and they are unable to preclude his search 
for identity. 


The battle scenes and physical flights from 
death echo of primitive combat. Near the end of 
the Harlem Riot, the hero “ran expecting death be- 
tween the shoulder blades or through the back of 
my head, and as I ran I was trying to get to Mary’s.” 
In the Epilogue his description of his personal feel- 
ings upon recognition of his fated position in soci- 
ety reeks of gory details: 

That is the real soul-sickness, the spear in the side, 
the drag by the neck through the mob-angry town, 
the Grand Inquisition, the embrace of the Maiden, the 
rip in the belly with the guts spilling out, the trip to 
the chamber with the deadly gas that ends in the oven 
so hygienically clean—only it’s worse because you 
continue stupidly to live. 

But Ellison, the Ellison of subtle humor, does 
not neglect at least one mock epic battle as Ras the 
Exhorter fights the uniformed New York police- 
men: “ ‘Hell, yes, man, he had him a big black hoss 
and a fur cap and some kind of old lion skin or 
something over his shoulders and he was raising 
hell. Goddam if he wasn’t a sight, riding up and 
down on this ole hoss, you know, one of the kind 
that pulls vegetable wagons, and he got him a cow- 
boy saddle and some big spurs.’” The unnamed 
hero from a nebulously defined town of Greenwood 
and the college for Negroes in the South has mi- 
grated to Harlem where he witnesses mock- 
chivalry and chaos but has yet failed to achieve his 
own identity. 


Although the central character in Invisible Man 
is fictitious and nameless, the chaos that swirls 
about him in the final chapters presents a scene sim- 
ilar to the Harlem Riot of 1943. Ellison’s clever 
meshing of fiction with historical fact and his struc- 
tural development in the novel tend to produce a 
surface adventure with historical significance. 


Intertwining through the episodes is Ellison’s 
use of lyrics, which often are effective digressions 
and possess ironic overtones that suggest an at- 
mosphere of defeat or of victory. Moreover, the 
spirituals and hymns, blues and jazz, recall slavery 
work songs and catastrophes that weld the centuries 
of the American Negroes’ experiences into a col- 
lective event of suffering and expectation.... 


As a novelist, Ellison seems to have engaged 
his literary talents in a conscious effort of record- 
ing a century of Negro culture in Invisible Man. He 
records speech habits and musical lyrics of an oral 
tradition before they are lost to future ages. But his 
greater achievement is that he couches the lyrics 
and sermons within a framework of Negro expres- 
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sions and history. His novel becomes no mere an- 
thology of unrelated selections, but a unified pre- 
sentation of the American Negroes’ culture and 
heritage. The lyrics, moreover, reflect glimpses of 
the white culture that dominated the slavery and re- 
construction eras of the South and was modified by 
Negro choirs. Spirituals and anthems left behind by 
the hero on the Southern college campus reappear 
in a pejorative form of insult (“Go Down Moses”) 
voiced by the intoxicated members of the scientif- 
ically oriented Brotherhood. Conversely, the spiri- 
tual theme of “Swing Low Sweet Chariot” re- 
sounded throughout sections of Dvofak’s New 
World Symphony. 


In the hospital scene following the paint fac- 
tory explosion, the hero is reminded of a work song 
as he struggles to free himself from the machine 
and as he attempts to recall his past identity. Mary 
Rambo’s use of the “Backwater Blues” and True- 
blood’s singing of primitive blues laments are two 
characteristic examples of Ellison’s heavy reliance 
on the blues form. Trueblood’s children and those 
of Brother Hambro, in New York, sing nursery and 
game songs, but the songs are those borrowed from 
the Anglo-Scottish community. Ellison’s use of an- 
imal lyrics (“Poor Robin”), the jazz of the musical 
bars in New York, and the Harlem jive of Peter 
Wheatstraw (“She’s got feet like a monkey / Legs 
like a frog—Lawd, Lawd!”’) together form a com- 
posite, along with his other musical types, of the 
American Negroes’ culture and the experiences to 
which the invisible hero was subjected. 


The musical references and lyrics parallel the 
geographic settings used in the structure of the 
novel and provide evidence of a cultural heritage 
that existed long before the events in the hovel oc- 
curred. They are the remains of a primitive oral tra- 
dition among the American Negroes that Ellison 
sought to record in their authentic context before 
they were lost or obscured in fragmentated pas- 
sages in printed anthologies. The scope of the nov- 
elist was ambitious enough, and the once oral mu- 
sical tradition has become literature. . 


Ralph Ellison’s “love” for the American scene 
somehow inspired him to capture the American Ne- 
groes’ culture in an artistic form, and his Invisible 
Man is Ellison’s attempt—a most successful at- 
tempt—to produce the great American Negro epic. 
For the reader aware of the American Negroes’ cul- 
ture, it is an Odyssey in disguise. 


Source: Stewart Lillard, “Ellison’s Ambitious Scope in In- 
visible Man,” in English Journal, Vol. 58, No. 6, Septem- 
ber, 1969, pp. 833-39. 


William J. Schafer 


In the following excerpt, Schafer explores how 
Ellison’s “invisible man” can be seen as an anti- 
hero in search of an identity. 


The anti-hero of Invisible Man, though we 
come to know him intimately, remains nameless. 
He is no-man and everyman on a modern epic 
quest, driven by the message his grandfather re- 
veals in a dream: “To Whom It May Concern ... 
Keep This Nigger-Boy Running.” His primary 
search is for a name—or for the self it symbolizes. 
During his search he is given another name by the 
Brotherhood, but it is no help. When he becomes 
a “brother,” he finds that brotherhood does not clar- 
ify his inner mysteries. 


In creating his anti-hero, Ellison builds on epic 
and mythic conventions. The nameless voyager 
passes through a series of ordeals or trials to 
demonstrate his stature. First, he passes through the 
initiation-rites of our society—the battle royal (ex- 
posing the sadistic sexuality of the white southern 
world) and speechmaking that sends him to college 
are parts of this rite of passage, and he is tormented 
into the adult world. He passes this test by demon- 
strating his servility and naively interpreting his 
grandfather’s dictum: “Live with your head in the 
lion’s mouth. I want you to overcome ’em with 
yeses, undermine ’em with grins, agree ’em to 
death and destruction, let *em swoller you till they 
vomit or bust wide open.” This is the first outlook 
of the invisible man—the paranoia fostered by 
“them,” the white oppressors; the boy here is Buck- 
eye the Rabbit, the swift clever animal living by its 
wits beneath the jaws of the killer. 


When he arrives at college, he is confronted 
by the deceit and duplicity of Negroes who have 
capitulated to a white world; he is broken by the 
powerful coalition of Bledsoe the Negro president 
and Norton the white trustee. His second trial 
shows him that the struggle is not a simple one of 
black against white, that “they” are more complex 
than his first experiences showed. He finds that 
both black and white can be turned against him. 


The second phase of his career commences in 
the trip to New York, an exile from “paradise”; in 
the city, he finds Bledsoe’s seven magic passports 
to success in the white world, the letters of recom- 
mendation, are actually betrayals, variations of the 
dream-ietter: “Keep This Nigger-Boy Running.” 
Thus, his primary illusions are shattered, but there 
are many more layers to the cocoon in which he 
sleeps. 
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For he is first of all a dreamer, a somnambu- 
list, and sleep and dreams figure significantly in his 
image of himself. As he reassesses himself, his 
metaphor for new discoveries is the same: “‘...it was 
as though I had been suddenly awakened from a 
deep sleep.” Yet each sleep and each awakening 
(little deaths and births) prove to be interlocked lay- 
ers of his existence, a set of never-ending Chinese 
boxes. One climactic section of the novel details 
his second crucial awakening—the “descent into 
the underworld” which occurs in chapters 10 and 
11. 


Like the hero of myth and ritual, Ellison’s in- 
visible man finally descends from life on the mor- 
tal plane into an underworld of death. This is the 
substance of the entire New York section of the 
novel. On arriving in the city, he recalls the plucked 
robin of the old song and imagines himself the vic- 
tim of a fantasy-letter: “My dear Mr. Emerson ... 
The Robin bearing this letter is a former student. 
Please hope him to death, and keep him running.” 
Then he takes the job at Liberty Paints, keeping 
white paint white by adding drops of pure black, 
under the ironic slogan, “If It’s Optic White, It’s 
The Right White”, which (like “If you’re white, all 
right, if you’re black, stay back”) has been invented 
by a Negro, the ancient and malevolent Lucius 
Brockway. The anti-hero becomes a machine 
within the machines, and he finds that Brockway, 
an illiterate “janitor” is the heart of the whole in- 
dustry. In the boiler room, an inferno, he is betrayed 
again by a Negro and “killed” through his treach- 
ery. But the death is the ritual death of the hero’s 
career—a death which leads to resurrection and a 
new identity. 


After the explosion, the anti-hero awakens in 
a hospital, where he is resurrected by white doc- 
tors using an electroshock machine. Chapter 11 
opens with a monstrous image of the demons of 
this underworld: “I was sitting in a cold, white rigid 
chair and a man was looking at me out of a bright 
third eye that glowed from the center of his fore- 
head.” The doctors revive him (“We’re trying to 
get you started again. Now shut up!” to the ac- 
companiment of fantastic effects—Beethoven mo- 
tifs and a trumpet playing “The Holy City” and 
dreamlike dialogue from the surgeons: 

“I think I prefer surgery. And in this case especially, 


with this, uh ... background. I’m not so sure that I 
don’t believe in the effectiveness of simple prayer.” 


“The machine will produce the results of a prefrontal 
lobotomy without the negative effects of the knife.” 
“Why not a castration, doctor?” 
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Then, as he is revived, the doctors construct 
an heroic identity for him, recapitulating his exis- 
tence as a Negro, starting with the first folkmyth 
guises of the clever Negro—Buckeye the Rabbit and 
Brer Rabbit: “... they were one and the same: 
‘Buckeye’ when you were very young and hid 
yourself behind wide innocent eyes; ‘Brer’ when 
you were older.” The electrotherapy machine is an 
emblem of the mechnical society imprisoning the 
anti-hero: “I could no more escape than I could 
think of my identity. Perhaps, I thought, the two 
things are involved with each other. When I dis- 
cover who I am, I'll be free.” This lesson of the 
resurrection is carried through the rest of the anti- 
hero’s journey. 


The apparatus which resurrects the invisible 
man is a mechanical womb, complete with umbil- 
ical cord attached to his stomach which is finally 
cut by the doctors; he is delivered of the machine, 
and the doctors pronounce his new name—yet he 
remains nameless. The doctors, who follow a “pol- 
icy of enlightened humanitarianism” declare that 
this New Adam will remain a social and economic 
victim of the machine: “You just aren’t prepared 
for work under our industrial conditions. Later, per- 
haps, but not now.” 


The anti-hero sallies forth after his revival in 
the underworld “overcome by a sense of alienation 
and hostility” when he revisits the scene of the mid- 
dleclass Negro arrivals in New York. He is now 
painfully aware of the hostility of his world, and 
he reacts not passively (“in the lion’s mouth”) but 
aggressively. In a symbolic gesture, he dumps a 
spittoon on a stranger whom he mistakes for his 
first nemesis, Bledsoe. The act is that of a crazed 
messiah: “You really baptized ole Rev!” Then he 
goes forth for a harrowing of hell. 


He joins the Brotherhood, an infernal organi- 
zation which meets at the Chthonian club. In the 
Brotherhood, he rises to authority, becomes a re- 
spected leader and demagogue and is finally again 
betrayed by the wielders of power, whites who ma- 
nipulate Negro stooges for their own ends. But at 
the end of this episode, the penultimate phase of 
the hero’s career, he meets two important em- 
blematic figures: Ras the Destroyer and Rinehart 
the fox. Ras, the black nationalist leader, is his 
crazed counterpart, and he harasses the invisible 
man until the night of the riots, when he attempts 
to hang and spear the anti-hero as a scapegoat for 
the mob—a dying god to appease the violence Ras 
releases. A contrast is Rinehart, who like Renyard 
is a master of deception and multiple identities: 
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“Rine the runner and Rine the gambler and Rine 
the briber and Rine the lover and Rine the rev- 
erend.” He is a tempter, and the invisible man 
nearly succumbs to his temptation to freedom with- 
out responsibility; he strolls through Harlem dis- 
guised as Rinehart, the visible-invisible man who 
passes undetected through many identities. Ras of- 
fers the assurance of one undivided black identity 
and Rinehart the assurance of many shifting amoral 
identities—the faces of stability and flux. But the 
anti-hero avoids both traps, turning Ras’s spear on 
him and shucking the dark glasses and wide hat of 
Rinehart, then finally dropping literaily out of sight 
underground at the climax of the riot. Ellison has 
said [in Writers at Work, 1965] that he took Rine- 
hart’s name from the “suggestion of inner and 
outer,” seeming and being, and that he is an em- 
blem of chaos—“He has lived so long with chaos 
that he knows how to manipulate it.” So Rinehart 
and Ras both represent chaos, two versions of dis- 
order. 


Loss of identity, sleeping and blindness are the 
figures that express the invisible man’s confusion 
and despair as his world disintegrates. Then, after 
the cultural malaise climaxes in the riot, the final 
phase of the anti-hero’s progress begins, a descent 
into the tomb—the netherworld across the Styx 
where heroes rest: “It’s a kind of death without 
hanging, I thought, a death alive.... I moved off 
over the black water, floating, sighing... sleeping 
invisibly.” So he remains immortal and waiting, 
like the heroes of myth who disappear and are be- 
lieved to wait should the world require them—like 
King Arthur and Finn MacCool, sleeping giants 
blended into the landscape. The invisible man, now 
grown into Jack-the-Bear, turns to New York’s 
sewer system, a black and labyrinthine under- 
ground—a fitting anti-hero’s mausoleum. 


In this black crypt he destroys his old selves 
one by one as he searches for light, erasing his 
past—burning his high school diploma, a doll 
which is a bitter totem of Tod Clifton’s demise, the 
name given him by the Brotherhood, a poison-pen 
note, all the tokens of his identity. Then he dreams 
of castration and sees that the retreat has been his 
crucifixion—he has been cut off from the world of 
possibility: “Until some gang succeeds in putting 
the world in a strait jacket, its definition is possi- 
bility. Step outside the narrow borders of what men 
call reality and you step into chaos—ask Rinehart, 
he’s a master of it—or imagination.” Imagination 
in the end redeems the anti-hero and makes his 
flight from battle a victory, for it gives us his story. 
In his tomb he is not dead but hibernating, prepar- 
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ing for a spring of the heart, a return which may 
be either death or resurrection: 


There’s a stench in the air, which, from this distance 
underground, might be the smell either of death or of 
spring—I hope of spring. But don’t let me trick you, 
there is a death in the smell of spring and in the smell 
of thee as in the smell of me. 


The Easter of the spirit may be the emergence 
of the new man—no longer an anti-hero, invisible, 
nameless and dispossessed, but a true hero—or it 
may be the death of our culture. 


The resurrection motif ties the story in the 
frame of prologue and epilogue, in the voice from 
underground: 


... don’t jump to the conclusion that because I call 
my home a “hole” it is damp and cold like a grave; 
there are cold holes and warm holes. Mine is a warm 
hole. And remember, a bear retires to his hole for the 
winter and lives until spring; then he comes strolling 
out like the Easter chick breaking from its shell. I say 
all this to assure you that it is incorrect to assume 
that, because I’m invisible and live in a hole, I am 
dead. J am neither dead nor in a state of suspended 
animation. Call me Jack-the-Bear, for I am in a state 
of hibernation. 


Buckeye the Rabbit has grown into the formi- 
dable Jack-the-Bear (recalling the Bear’s Son of the 
sagas) as the anti-hero has passed his trials and 
journeyed on his downward path, reliving the re- 
cent history of the Negro. He lies in wait beneath 
the inferno, under the underworld, listening for the 
hero’s call. 


Source: William J. Schafer, “Ralph Ellison and the Birth of 
the Anti-Hero”, in Critique: Studies in Modern Fiction, Vol. 
10, No. 2, 1968, pp. 81-93. 
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Lord of the Flies 


William Golding 
1954 





Despite its later popularity, William Golding’s 
Lord of the Flies was only a modest success when 
it was first published in England in 1954, and it 
sold only 2,383 copies in the United States in 1955 
before going out of print. Critical reviews and 
British word of mouth were positive enough, how- 
ever, that by the time a paperback edition was pub- 
lished in 1959, Lord of the Flies began to challenge 
The Catcher in the Rye as the most popular book 
on American college campuses. By mid-1962 it had 
sold more than 65,000 copies and was required 
reading on more than one hundred campuses. 


The book seemed to appeal to adolescents’ nat- 
ural skepticism about the allegedly humane values 
of adult society. It also captured the keen interest 
of their instructors in debating the merits and de- 
fects of different characters and the hunting down 
of literary sources and deeper symbolic or allegor- 
ical meanings in the story—all of which were in no 
short supply. Did the ending of the story—a mod- 
em retelling of a Victorian story of children 
stranded on a deserted island—represent the vic- 
tory of civilization over savagery, or vice versa? 
Was the tragic hero of the tale Piggy, Simon, or 
Ralph? Was Golding’s biggest literary debt owed 
to R. M. Ballantyne’s children’s adventure story 
The Coral Island or to Euripides’s classic Greek 
tragedy The Bacchae? 


Though the popularity of Golding’s works as 
a whole has ebbed and grown through the years, 
Lord of the Flies has remained his most read book. 
The questions raised above, and many more like 
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them, have continued to fascinate readers. It is for 
this reason, more than any other, that many crit- 
ics consider Lord of the Flies a classic of our 
times. 


Author Biography 


From an unknown schoolmaster in 1954, when 
Lord of the Flies was first published, William Gold- 
ing became a major novelist over the next ten years, 
only to fall again into relative obscurity after the 
publication of the generally well-received The 
Spire in 1964. This second period of obscurity 
lasted until the end of the 1970s. The years 1979 
to 1982 were suddenly fruitful for Golding, and in 
1983 he was awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature. 
How does one account for a life filled with such 
ups and downs? There can be no one answer to that 
question, except perhaps to note that Golding’s 
motto, “Nothing Twice,” suggests a man with an 
inquiring mind who was not afraid to try many dif- 
ferent approaches to his craft. He knew that while 
some of his efforts might fail, others would be all 
the stronger for the attempt. 





Born in 1911, Golding was the son of an Eng- 
lish schoolmaster, a many-talented man who be- 
lieved strongly in science and rational thought. 
Golding often described his father’s overwhelming 
influence on his life. The author graduated from 
Oxford University in 1935 and spent four years 
(later described by Golding as having been 
“wasted”) writing, acting, and producing for a 
small London theater. Golding himself became a 
schoolmaster for a year, after marrying Ann Brook- 
field in 1939 and before entering the British Royal 
Navy in 1940. 


Golding had switched his major from science 
to English literature after two years in college—a 
crucial change that marked the beginning of Gold- 
ing’s disillusion with the rationalism of his father. 
The single event in Golding’s life that most affected 
his writing of Lord of the Flies, however, was prob- 
ably his service in World War II. Raised in the shel- 
tered environment of a private English school, 
Golding was unprepared for the violence unleashed 
by the war. Joining the Navy, he was injured in 
an accident involving detonators early in the war, 
but later was given command of a smail rocket- 
launching craft. Golding was present at the sinking 
of the Bismarck—the crown ship of the German 
Navy—and also took part in the D-Day landings in 
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France in June 1944. He later described his expe- 
rience in the war as one in which “one had one’s 
nose rubbed in the human condition.” 


After the war, Golding returned to teaching 
English and philosophy at the same school] where 
he had begun his teaching career. During the next 
nine years, from 1945 until 1954, he wrote three 
novels rejected for their derivative nature before 
finally getting the idea for Lord of the Flies. Af- 
ter reading a bedtime boys adventure story to his 
small children, Golding wondered out loud to his 
wife whether it would be a good idea to write such 
a story but to let the characters “behave as they 
really would.” His wife thought that would be a 
“first class idea.” With that encouragement, Gold- 
ing found that writing the story, the ideas for 
which had been germinating in his mind for some 
time, was simply a matter of getting it down on 


paper. 


Golding went on to write ten other novels plus 
shorter fiction, plays, essays, and a travel book. Yet 
it is his first novel, Lord of the Flies, that made him 
famous, and for which he will probably remain best 
known. Golding died of a heart attack in 1993. 


Lord of the Flies 





Plot Summary 


On the Island: Chapters 1-2 

William Golding sets his novel Lord of the 
Flies at a time when Europe is in the midst of nu- 
clear destruction. A group of boys, being evacu- 
ated from England to Australia, crash lands on a 
tropical island. No adults survive the crash, and the 
novel is the story of the boys’ descent into chaos, 
disorder, and evil. 


As the story opens, two boys emerge from the 
wreckage of a plane. The boys, Ralph and Piggy, 
begin exploring the island in hopes of finding other 
survivors. They find a conch shell, and Piggy in- 
structs Ralph how to blow on it. When the other 
boys hear the conch, they gather. The last boys to 
appear are the choirboys, led by Jack Merridew. 
Once assembled, the boys decide they need a chief 
and elect Ralph. Ralph decides that the choir will 
remain intact under the leadership of Jack, who 
says they will be hunters. 


Jack, Ralph, and Simon go to explore the is- 
land and find a pig trapped in vines. Jack draws his 
knife, but is unable to actually kill the pig. They 
vow, however, to kill the pig the next time. When 
the three return, they hold a meeting. The conch 
becomes a symbol of authority: whoever has the 
conch has the right to speak. Jack and Ralph ex- 
plain to the others what they have found. Jack con- 
tinues his preoccupation with his knife. The boy 
with the clearest understanding of their situation is 
Piggy. He tells them they are on an island, that no 
one knows where they are, and that they are likely 
to be on the island for a very long time without 
adults. Ralph replies, “This is our island. It’s a good 
island. Until the grownups come to fetch us we’ll 
have fun.” One of the “littluns,” the group of 
youngest boys, says that he is afraid of the 
“beastie.” The “biguns” try to dissuade him, say- 
ing there are no beasties on the island. However, it 
is at this moment that Jack asserts himself against 
Ralph, saying that if there were a beastie, he would 
kill it. 

Discussion returns to the possibility of rescue. 
Ralph says that rescue depends on making a fire so 
that ships at sea could see the smoke. The boys get 
overly excited, with Jack as the ringleader, and all 
but Piggy and Ralph rush off to the top of the moun- 
tain to build a fire. They forget about the conch and 
the system of rules they have just made. At the top 
of the mountain, Ralph uses Piggy’s glasses to light 
the fire. They are careless and set fire to the moun- 
tain. Piggy accuses them of “acting like kids.” He 
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reminds the older boys of their responsibility to the 
younger boys. At this moment they realize that one 
of the littluns is missing. 


The Beast: Chapters 3-11 


The story resumes days later with Simon and 
Ralph trying to build shelters on the shore. Jack is 
away hunting. When he returns, there is antago- 
nism between Ralph and Jack. Jack is beginning to 
forget about rescue and is growing tired of the re- 
sponsibility of keeping the fire going, a task for 
which he has volunteered his choir. The growing 
separation between the boys is marked by Ralph’s 
insistence on the importance of shelter and Jack’s 
on the hunting of meat. 


In the next chapter, Golding describes the 
rhythm of life on the island. By this point, Jack has 
begun to paint his face with mud and charcoal when 
he hunts. At a crucial moment, the fire goes out, 
just as Ralph spots a ship in the distance. In the 
midst of Ralph’s distress, the hunters return with a 
dead pig. In the ensuing melee, one of the lenses 
in Piggy’s glasses gets broken. 


Ralph calls an assembly in order to reassert the 
rules. The littluns bring up their fear of the beastie 
yet again, saying that it comes from the sea. Simon 
tries to suggest that the only beast on the island is 
in themselves; however, no one listens. Ralph once 
again calls for the rules. Jack, however, plays to 
the fear of the boys, and says, “Bollocks to the 
tules! We’re strong—we hunt! If there’s a beast, 
we’ll hunt it down! We close in and beat and beat 
and beat—!” The meeting ends in chaos. Ralph, 
discouraged, talks with Piggy and Simon about 
their need for adults. “If only they could get a mes- 
sage to us.... If only they could send us something 
grownup ... a sign or something.” 


The sign that appears, however, comes when 
all the boys are asleep. High overhead rages an air 
battle and a dead parachutist falls to the island. 
When the boys hear the sound of the parachute, 
they are sure it is the beast. Jack, Ralph, and Si- 
mon go in search. Climbing to the top of the moun- 
tain, they see “a creature that bulged.” They do not 
recognize the figure as a dead parachutist, tangled 
in his ropes, and swaying in the wind. 


When the boys return to the littluns and Piggy 
at the shelters, Jack calls an assembly. He calls 
Ralph a coward and urges the boys to vote against 
Ralph. They will not, and Jack leaves. Ralph tries 
to reorganize the group, but notices that gradually 
most of the biguns sneak off after Jack. The scene 
shifts to Jack, talking to his hunters. They go off 
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on a hunt in which they kill a sow, gruesomely and 
cruelly. They cut off the pig’s head and mount it 
on a stick in sacrifice to the beast. Meanwhile, Si- 
mon wanders into the woods in search of the beast. 
He finds the head, now called in the text “The Lord 
of the Flies.” Simon feels a seizure coming on as 
he hallucinates a conversation with the head: 


Simon’s head was tilted slightly up. His eyes could 
not break away and the Lord of the Flies hung in 
space before him. 


“What are you doing out here all alone? Aren’t you 
afraid of me?” 


Simon shook. 


“There isn’t anyone to help you. Only me. And I’m 
the Beast.” 


Simon’s mouth labored, brought forth audible words. 
“Pig’s head on a stick.” 


“Fancy thinking the Beast was something you could 
hunt and kill!” said the head. For a moment or two 
the forest and al] the other dimly appreciated places 
echoed with the parody of laughter. “You knew 
didn’t you? I’m part of you? Close, close, close! I’m 
the reason why it’s no go? Why things are what they 
are?” 

Simon falls into unconsciousness. When he 
awakens, he finds the decomposed body of the 
parachutist, and realizes that this is what the boys 
think is the beast. He gently frees the dead man 
from his ropes. 


Back at the shelters, Ralph and Piggy are the 
only ones left. The two go to see Jack and the 
hunters, and they find a big party. At the height of 
the party, a storm breaks and Simon arrives to tell 
them that there is no beast. In a frenzy, they kill 
Simon. Later, Ralph, Piggy, Sam, and Eric are 
alone on the beach. All the boys agree that they left 
the dance early and that they did not see anything. 
The four boys try to keep the fire going, but they 
cannot. Jack’s hunters attack the boys and steal 
Piggy’s glasses so that they have the power of fire. 
Enraged, Ralph and Piggy go to retrieve the glasses. 
There is a fight, and Roger, the most vicious of the 
hunters, launches a rock at Piggy, knocking the 
conch from his hands, and sending him some forty 
feet to the rocks in the sea below. 


The Rescue: Chapter 12 

The scene shifts to Ralph, alone, hiding from 
the rest of the boys who are hunting him. The lan- 
guage used to describe the boys has shifted: they 
are now “savages,” and “the tribe.” Ralph is utterly 
alone, trying to plan his own survival. He finds the 
Lord of the Flies, and hits the skull off the stick. 
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From the film Lord of the Flies, 1963. 


Ralph sees Sam and Eric serving as lookouts for 
the tribe and approaches them carefully. They warn 
him off, saying that they’ve been forced to partic- 
ipate with the hunters. When Ralph asks what the 
tribe plans on doing when they capture him, the 
twins will only talk about Roger’s ferocity. They 
state obliquely, “Roger sharpened a stick at both 
ends.” 


Ralph tells the twins where he will hide; but 
soon the twins are forced to reveal this location and 
Ralph is cornered. However, the tribe has once 
again set the island on fire, and Ralph is able to 
creep away under the cover of smoke. Back on the 
beach, Ralph finds himself once again pursued. At 
the moment that the savages are about to capture 
him, an adult naval officer appears. Suddenly, with 
rescue at hand, the savages once again become lit- 
tle boys and they begin to cry. The officer cannot 
seem to understand what has happened on the is- 
land. “Fun and games,” he says, unconsciously 
echoing Ralph’s words from the opening chapter. 
Ralph breaks down and sobs, mourning Simon and 
mourning Piggy. In the final line of the book, Gold- 
ing reminds the reader that although adults have ar- 
rived, the rescue is a faulty one. The officer looks 
out to sea at his “trim cruiser in the distance.” The 
world, after all, is still at war. 
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Characters 


Bill 

Like Maurice, Bill is initially confused by the 
clash of values among the boys. At first he seems 
seduced by Jack’s painted face into joining the 
hunters in their anonymity; yet he then turns fear- 
ful and runs away. Eventually, however, Bill imag- 
ines group hunting and “being savages” as “jolly 
good fun” and thus a way of banishing these fears. 
He tries to convince Ralph’s group to accept Jack’s 
invitation to the feast, thinking that Jack is less fear- 
ful than Ralph about going into the jungle to hunt. 
Soon he has defected to Jack’s group and is seen 
painted like a savage and stalking Ralph. 


Eric 
See Samneric 


Henry 

Henry is the biggest littlun and a relative of 
the littlun with the mulberry-marked face who dis- 
appears after the first big fire. Henry is the object 
of Roger’s seemingly innocent game of throwing 
stones. Later, Henry defects to Jack’s camp and is 
part of the raiding party that steals fire from Ralph 
and Piggy. 


Johnny 

Along with Percival, Johnny is the smallest of 
the littluns. He is described as “well built, with fair 
hair and a natural belligerence,” which he soon 
shows by throwing sand in Percival’s face. Later, 
Johnny is shown crying when he thinks Eric may 
be bleeding from his encounter with Jack’s fire- 
stealers. 


The littlun with the mulberry-marked 
face 

Otherwise unidentified except as a distant rel- 
ative of Henry, this littlun was noticed immediately 
after the boys came on the island; he is the first boy 
to mention seeing a “‘snake-thing,” a “beastie [who] 
came in the dark.” He is not seen after the fire got 
out of control. He is therefore the focus of much 
anxiety, especially among Ralph’s group, which 
had tried to make a special point of looking after 
the littluns. 


Percival Wemys Madison 

Percival Wemys Madison, of the Vicarage, 
Harcourt St. Anthony, Hants, as he has been taught 
to introduce himself, is “mouse-colored and had not 
been very attractive even to his mother.” Along 


with Johnny, Percival is the smallest litthun. When 
Ralph and Piggy are trying to seek a rational ex- 
planation for Phil’s dream of having seen and 
fought with “twisty things in the trees,” they call 
on Percival as someone who was supposed to have 
been up that night and who might have been mis- 
taken for the fearful thing that has so terrorized the 
littluns. But Percival’s mere recitation of his name 
and address is enough to set off sad memories of 
his former life. His wails, along with his specula- 
tion that the beast comes from the sea, soon set off 
the other littluns on similar crying jags. 


Maurice 


One of the “biguns,” he is next in size to Jack 
among the choir boys. Like most of the boys, he is 
a mixture of potentially good and bad traits. Which 
traits are developed depends on how strong the call 
of society and law is over the powers of darkness 
and savagery. In the beginning Maurice is helpful 
by suggesting that the boys use green branches on 
the fire to make smoke. He also makes the “lit- 
tluns” forget their sorrow by pretending to fall off 
the twister log and making them laugh. Like Piggy, 
Maurice wants to believe that the world is a scien- 
tific place where human fears can be explained and 
needs can be met. Yet Maurice, who “of all the 
boys ... was the most at home” on the island, is 
still fearful that “we don’t know [about the beast], 
do we? Not certainly, I mean....” Giving in to his 
fears, Maurice joins Roger in asserting his power 
by kicking over the littluns’ sand castles. He also 
suggests adding a drum to the mock pig-killing rit- 
ual. Maurice’s capitulation to his repressive lean- 
ings is complete when he defects to Jack and helps 
him steal fire from Piggy and Ralph. 


Jack Merridew 


Jack would have preferred to be called Mer- 
ridew, his last name, rather than a “kid name.” This 
attitude may suggest the “simple arrogance” that 
causes Jack to propose himself for chief. After all, 
he exclaims, “I’m chapter chorister and head boy.” 
(The rough American equivalents of these positions 
might be president of the glee club and head of the 
student council.) It’s true that Jack has the advan- 
tage of being tall; his direction of the choir is an- 
other sign of an “obvious leader.” As a political an- 
imal, however, Jack recognizes that choir 
conducting won’t get him far on a deserted island. 
His decision to turn the choir into a group of hunters 
with himself as leader shows that he can be a wily 
strategist. In other ways, however, Jack is careless 
and destructive, as when he accidentally steps on 
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Piggy’s glasses and breaks a lens. Similarly, Jack 
becomes so fixated with hunting that he neglects 
the fire, which goes out before the boys can signal 
a passing ship. Nevertheless, Jack is successful in 
daring Ralph to come with him to hunt the myste- 
rious beast when darkness is falling. On that hunt 
Jack and Ralph, joined by Roger, perceive through 
the falling darkness the dim, shrouded figure of the 
dead parachutist—an image of the adult world that 
suggests the destruction of the rational society en- 
visioned by Ralph and Piggy. 


As Ralph’s civilized world disintegrates, 
Jack’s savage society becomes more distinct and 
powerful. Jack separates his group from Ralph’s 
when the group fails to dethrone Ralph and recog- 
nize Jack as leader. Then Jack sets about wooing 
away the other boys to his group. One way is by 
inviting everyone to a pig roast. Another is by 
painting his hunters’ bodies and masking their 
faces, thus turning them into an anonymous mob 
of fighters who can wound and kill without fear of 
being singled out as guilty. Significantly, it is Jack 
who is the first of the older boys to see the possi- 
bility of the beast’s existence, and ultimately the 
ways to use the fear of the beast to his advantage: 
as a motivation for hunting, and as a means of keep- 
ing the littluns under his control. When Simon 
seeks to expose the beast as just a “dead man on a 
hill,” he is killed by Jack’s group. 

With Jack’s successful theft of Piggy’s last 
glass lens, the hunters’ raid on Ralph and Piggy’s 
fire, the capture and defection of Sam and Eric, and 
finally Piggy’s death, as engineered by Jack and 
Roger, the “savages’” power is almost absolute. 
Only the intervention of adult society, represented 
by the British captain, is able to save Ralph from 
being killed and to reduce Jack to embarrassed si- 
lence at his failure to harness the powers of evil. 


Phil 

One of the more self-confident litthuns, Phil 
straightforwardly describes his dream of the “twisty 
things” when requested by Piggy. 


Piggy 

Piggy is an intelligent and rational boy whose 
excess weight and asthma often make him the butt 
of the others’ jokes. Yet because of his scientific 
approach to problems, Piggy is a voice of reason 
without whom Ralph’s leadership would have been 
undermined far sooner. It is Piggy who not only 
recognizes the significance of the conch but whose 
spectacles enable Ralph to start the fire, whose 
smoke is their only chance of being saved. It is 
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Media 
Adaptations 


e Lord of the Flies enjoys the unusual status of 
being one of the few serious contemporary nov- 
els to have been made into a movie twice. The 
first, directed by Peter Brook in 1963 with an 
all-English cast, as has been described as “com- 
pelling,” but was only moderately successful at 
the box office. Available from Home Vision 
Cinema and Fusion Video. 


e The remake in 1990 featured an American cast 
and was directed by Harry Hook. While well- 
photographed and “visceral,” with R-rated con- 
tent, it is generally regarded as inferior to 
Brooks’s version. Available from Columbia 
Tristar Home Video, The Video Catalog, and 
New Line Home Video. 


¢ An 89-minute sound recording on cassette (JRH 
109), book, and study guide, produced in 1984 
and featuring excerpts from the novel, are avail- 
able from the Listening Library, Old Greenwich, 
CT. 


Piggy who realizes that building the shelters is at 
least as important for their long-term survival as 
keeping the fire going. It is Piggy whose under- 
standing of the depths of Jack’s hatred for Ralph 
forces Ralph to confront his despair at their 
prospects for getting along. And it is Piggy who 
makes the brilliant, however simple, suggestion 
that the fire be moved down to the beach away from 
the “beast from air.” 


For all his intellectual powers, however, Piggy 
is basically ineffectual without Ralph. Piggy is a 
man of thought, not of action, and he is physically 
weak because of his asthma. Without his specta- 
cles, he is blind and helpless. After Jack has bro- 
ken one lens from his glasses and stolen the other, 
Piggy is doomed in a society where irrational fears 
and physical strength are more respected than sci- 
ence, law, and dialogue. It is significant that Piggy 
and the conch are both destroyed at the same time 
by a huge rock rolled down a cliff by Roger, who 
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has been freed by Jack from the “taboo of the oid 
life ... the protection of parents and school and po- 
licemen and the law” to unleash his savage in- 
stincts. Of all the children, Piggy is the most adult 
in his appearance, behavior, and beliefs. His thin- 
ning hair, which never seems to grow, and his fre- 
quent appeals to “what grownups would do” sug- 
gest his maturity and wisdom. In the closing lines 
of the book, Ralph weeps not only for “the end of 
innocence, the darkness of man’s heart,” but for 
“the fall through the air of the true, wise friend 
called Piggy.” 


Ralph 

The fair-haired, tall, handsome Ralph is an ob- 
vious choice to lead the band of children stranded 
on the island. He has a “directness” in his manner 
that the narrator calls a sign of “genuine leader- 
ship.” As E. M. Forster describes Ralph in an in- 
troduction to one of novel’s editions, he is “sunny 
and decent, sensible and considerate.” He seems to 
be genuinely interested in the welfare of the entire 
group and can get along with all kinds of people. 
Perhaps he gets his sense of natural authority from 
his father, a commander in the Navy. He also has 
above-average powers of observation. He is the 
first to see the conch shell buried in the sand, 
though it is significant that it is Piggy who points 
out how it can be used as a signaling device. 


In fact, Ralph is far from the ideal leader, and 
certainly far from the idealized Ralph in The Coral 
Island, R. M. Ballantyne’s romantic children’s 
story for which Golding intended his book to be a 
reality check. Ralph lacks the charisma and strate- 
gic skills to get the other boys to recognize what 
the conch represents—order, authority, dialogue, 
democracy. These are the qualities that are neces- 
sary if the group is to keep its signal fire going long 
enough to attract a passing ship. Golding often 
notes the “shutter” or cloud that sometimes comes 
over Ralph’s mind when he is addressing the group 
and that prevents him from finding the right word 
to get their attention or galvanize them to action. 
This cloud of imperfection makes Ralph a kind of 
everyman with whom we can each identify, but it 
contributes to the gradual descent of the boys into 
a savagery to which Ralph himself succumbs by 
the end of the story. 


Robert 

Like Simon and Maurice, Robert is one of the 
medium-sized boys on the lower end of the biguns’ 
spectrum. In the stripped-down world of the island 
where the physical assumes more weight, Robert 


80 


finds his niche guarding Castle Rock. Robert is 
more comfortable taking orders than giving them. 
The one time he takes any initiative, pretending to 
be the pig in a ritual game, he is quickly reduced 
to a sniveling child. He also serves with Jack and 
Maurice on the committee that welcomes Ralph’s 
group to Jack’s feast. 


Roger 

Just as Piggy represents Ralph’s best quality, 
his attempts to act mature, so Roger stands for 
Jack’s worst characteristic, his lust for power over 
living things. Roger is first introduced as one of the 
biguns who “kept to himself with an inner inten- 
sity of avoidance and secrecy.” While Piggy thinks 
about ways to be rescued, Roger is “gloomily” pes- 
simistic about the group’s chances. Acting on his 
darker impulses, at first in small ways, he knocks 
over Percival and Johnny’s sand castles. Then he 
throws stones at Henry, only missing because his 
arm “was conditioned by a civilization that knew 
nothing of him and was in ruins.” Once he sees 
how Jack’s “dazzle paint” created a mask that “lib- 
erated him from shame and self-consciousness,” 
however, it is only a matter of time before Roger 
comes under Jack’s power. First we see him, along 
with Ralph and the rest, participate in the mock pig 
kill in celebration of the successful hunt. Then, not 
long after Jack secedes from the group, Roger fol- 
lows him and is soon hunting pigs and offering to 
help Jack steal fire from Ralph’s group. Though 
part of Roger still questions the irresponsibility of 
some of Jack’s actions, like beating Wilfred, he 
nevertheless goes along with them. It is Roger who, 
“with a sense of delirious abandonment,” finally re- 
leases the boulder from Castle Rock that kills Piggy 
and destroys the conch. And it is Roger who, 
“wielding a nameless authority,” moves to detain 
Sam and Eric. 


Sam 
See Samneric 


Samneric 

As twins, the two always act together and in- 
deed are often called Samneric as one unit. In the 
beginning Sam and Eric are especially helpful to 
Ralph, rekindling the fire on top of the mountain 
after it almost goes out. Even after being scared by 
the “beast from air,” the twins do not desert Ralph, 
as Maurice and Roger do; instead the twins go with 
Piggy to gather fruit for their own feast. After at- 
tending Jack’s pig roast, Sam and Eric return to 
Ralph and Piggy’s shelters, the last “biguns” to re- 
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main loyal, though none will admit to the other that 
they were in any way involved in Simon’s death. 
Finally Sam and Eric are captured by Jack’s group 
while accompanying Piggy and Ralph to demand 
that Jack return Piggy’s glasses. In the ensuing con- 
frontation, Ralph attacks Jack and runs into the jun- 
gle, where his presence is then betrayed by the 
twins, who fear for their lives. 


Simon 

Perhaps the most symbolic character in the 
story, Simon represents the religious prophet or 
seer who is sensitive and inarticulate yet who, of 
all the boys, perhaps sees reality most clearly. Si- 
mon’s special powers are signaled early in the story 
when, even though he is not one of the bigger boys, 
he is chosen by Ralph to join him and Jack to ex- 
plore the island. Among all the boys, it is Simon 
whose behavior is perhaps the most exemplary dur- 
ing the first part of the story. He is Ralph’s faith- 
ful helper in building the shelters. Simon alone rec- 
ognizes that “maybe [the beast is] only us” or just 
a “pig’s head on a stick.” Simon, for all his sensi- 
tivity and fears, knows that the only way to deal 
with fear is to face it. When no one else wants to 
climb back up the mountain after seeing the “beast 
from air,” it is Simon who proposes just such a 
climb. “What else is there to do?” he reasons. And 
even after Simon imagines the beast telling him, 
with the “infinite cynicism of adult life,” that 
“everything was a bad business,” he answers, “I 
know that.” Ralph’s vision of how things are is all- 
too-human and clouded compared to Simon’s, 
though Simon must periodically retreat to the can- 
dle-budded trees in the forest to restore and main- 
tain this clearsightedness. 


Yet even Simon faints with weakness and dis- 
gust after seeing the beast and imagining it saying, 
“You knew, didn’t you? I’m part of you? ... ?m 
the reason why it’s no go? Why things are what 
they are?” When confronted with the realization 
that he is isolated and cut off from the others in his 
special knowledge, and just as afraid to die as any 
of them, Simon begins to lose the vision that had 
made him a potential savior of the group. 


What began as a ritual and make-believe 
killing of the pig as a way of celebrating a good 
hunt now becomes a real ritual murder. Simon, in 
an attempt to tell the others about his discovery of 
the “man on the hill,” accidentally stumbles into a 
ring of littluns and is killed in the confusion. The 
shame that Ralph, Piggy, Sam, and Eric all feel the 
day after Simon’s death, despite their attempts to 
ignore it, show that civilized values still have some 
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hold on them. Yet the incident marks an important 
turning point in the story, for it is the first time that 


the boys have deliberately killed one of their own. 


Themes 


Good and Evil 


During their abandonment on the island, 
Ralph, Piggy, Simon, and many of the other boys 
show elements of good in their characters. Ralph’s 
calm “stillness,” and his attentiveness to others’ 
needs, make him a potentially good person. Good 
may be defined here as something just, virtuous, or 
kind that conforms to the moral order of the uni- 
verse. Piggy’s knowledge and belief in the power 
of science and rational thought to help people un- 
derstand and thus control the physical world for 
their mutual benefit are also obviously a force for 
good. Simon, always ready to help out, sensitive to 
the power of evil but not afraid to stand up to it, is 
perhaps the strongest representative of the forces 
of good in the story. 


Yet all of these characters ultimately fall vic- 
tim to the forces of evil, as represented by the cru- 
elties of the hunters, especially Jack and Roger. 
Piggy loses his glasses, and thus the power to make 
fire. This power, when controlled by the forces of 
reason, is a powerful tool for good: it warms the 
boys, cooks their food, and provides smoke for the 
rescue signals that are their only hope for survival. 
But in the hands of those with less skill and knowl- 
edge, the fire becomes an agent of destruction— 
first unintentionally in the hands of those who are 
ignorant of its powers, then purposefully when Jack 
and the hunters use it to smoke out and destroy their 
opponents. It is Simon’s bad luck to stumble upon 
the feasting group of boys with his news about the 
“man on the hill” just as the group’s ritual pig hunt 
is reaching its climax. Simon’s ritual killing, to 
which Piggy and Ralph are unwitting yet complicit 
witnesses, is perhaps the decisive blow in the bat- 
tle between the forces of good and evil. Later Piggy 
loses his life at the hand of the almost totally evil 
Roger, who has loosed the boulder from Castle 
Rock. Now, without Piggy’s glasses and wise coun- 
sel and Simon’s steadfastness, Ralph is greatly 
weakened, and to survive he must ultimately be res- 
cued by adult society, represented by the British 
captain. It is important, however, to note that Jack, 
too, is defeated because he cannot control the forces 
of evil. It is Jack’s order to use fire to destroy 
Ralph’s hiding place that virtually destroys the is- 


81l 


Lord of the Flies 


Topics for 
Further 
Study | 


e Compare and contrast the attitudes of Piggy, 
Ralph, Jack, and Simon toward the environment, 
as shown in the novel. Argue whether there is 
or is not any hope for environmental conserva- 
tion as illustrated in the story. 


e Research the weather, plant and animal life, and 
ocean life of a tropical island in the Pacific 
Ocean. Imagine you have been abandoned on 
the island and write a week-long journal detail- 
ing how you would survive there. 


* Research actual instances of groups of adults or 
children being abandoned in the wilderness. 
Compare the outcomes of these cases to the 
events that occur in Lord of the Flies. 


+ Read one of the inspirations for Lord of the 
Flies, R. M. Ballantyne’s The Coral Island. 
Compare the characters and events of the two 
books, and argue which book you think portrays 
a more realistic outcome. Use examples from 
the text to support your argument. 


land, although, ironically, it is the smoke from that 
fire that finally attracts the British ship and leads 
to the boys’ rescue. 


Appearances and Reality 

At several points in the story, Golding is at 
pains to stress the complexity of human life. Dur- 
ing the novel, neither a firm grasp of reality (rep- 
resented by Piggy’s scientific bent and the island’s 
ocean side) nor the comfort of illusions (seen in 
Ralph’s daydreaming, Simon’s silent communion 
with nature among the candlebud trees, and sym- 
bolized by the sleepy lagoon side of the island) is 
enough to save the boys from the forces of evil. 
The sun, which should represent life and the power 
of reason, can also be blinding. Yet darkness is no 
better, as can be seen when the littluns’ fantasies 
and fears are only further distorted by nighttime 
shadows. This sense of complexity is perhaps best 
summed up by Ralph, speculating on how shadows 


at different times of day change the appearance of 
things: “If faces were different when lit from above 
or below-——what was a face? What was anything?” 
This comment can alsc relate to the power of the 
painted faces of Jack’s hunters to remove the 
hunters from a sense of individual responsibility for 
their masked deeds. 


Reason and Emotion 

Because of Golding’s great interest in Greek 
and Roman mythology, this theme is sometimes 
summarized by critics as the conflict between the 
Apollonian and the Dionysian aspects of life. This 
refers to the Greek gods Apollo, the god of reason, 
and Dionysus, the god of wine and emotion. Most 
characters in the story show elements of both rea- 
son and emotion. Piggy, with his interest in science 
and fact, may seem to represent the life of reason, 
while Jack and the hunters may seem to represent 
the emotional side of life. To Golding, however, 
matters are not that simple. Just as in Greek mythol- 
ogy the grave of Dionysus is found within the tem- 
ple of Apollo at Delphi, so in the story reason and 
emotion may battle with each other within the same 
character. Thus when Roger first throws rocks, his 
arm is conditioned by rational society to avoid hit- 
ting the littlun Henry. Later his emotions will over- 
come his reason and he will loose the boulder that 
kills Piggy. Sometimes Golding shows the strug- 
gle between reason and emotion using two charac- 
ters, as when Ralph the daydreamer struggles to re- 
member the rational ideas Piggy told him about 
rescue. In the end, reason, in the form of the British 
captain, seems to triumph over the runaway emo- 
tion that has led to the destruction of the island and 
at least two of its temporary inhabitants. But the 
reflective reader will remember that the world to 
which the captain will presumably be trying to re- 
turn has, in fact, been destroyed by an atom bomb. 
This suggests that in the end the grand achieve- 
ments of science, compounded with the irrational 
emotions of warring powers, may have spelled the 
doom of humanity. 


Morals and Morality 


Golding himself has said that the writing of 
Lord of the Files was “an attempt to trace the de- 
fects of society back to the defects of human na- 
ture.” Golding sets a group of children, who should 
supposedly be closest to a state of innocence, alone 
on an island without supervision. In this fashion, 
he can test whether the defects of society lie in the 
form of society or in the individuals who create it. 
Ralph tries to maintain order and convince the boys 
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to work for the common good, but he can’t over- 
come the selfishness of Jack and his hunters. By 
the time Piggy makes his plea for the return of his 
glasses—“not as a favor ... but because what’s 
right’s right”—Jack and his gang can no longer rec- 
ognize a moral code where law and cooperation is 
best and killing is wrong. As the author once com- 
mented, “the moral is that the shape of a society 
must depend on the ethical nature of the individual 
and not on any political system.” 


Point of View 

All novels use at least one perspective, or point 
of view, from which to tell the story. This may con- 
sist of a point of view of no single character (the 
omniscient, or “all-knowing” point of view), a sin- 
gle character, multiple characters in turn, and com- 
binations or variations on these. Golding uses the 
omniscient point of view, which enables him to 
stand outside and above the story itself, making no 
reference to the inner life of any of the individual 
characters. From this lofty point he comments on 
the action from the point of view of a removed, but 
observant, bystander. Golding has commented in 
interviews that the strongest emotion he personally 
feels about the story is grief. Nevertheless, as the 
narrator he makes a conscious decision, like the 
British captain at the end of the story, to “turn 
away” from the shaking and sobbing boys and re- 
main detached. The narrator lets the actions, as 
translated through the artist’s techniques of sym- 
bolism, structure, and so on, speak for themselves. 
Even so dramatic and emotional an event as Piggy’s 
death is described almost clinically: “Piggy fell 
forty feet and landed on his back across that square 
red rock in the sea. His head opened and stuff came 
out and turned red.” 


Symbolism 

A symbol can be defined as a person, place, or 
thing that represents something more than its lit- 
eral meaning. The conch shell, to take an obvious 
example in the story, stands for a society of laws 
in which, for example, people take their turn in 
speaking. The pig’s head is a more complex ex- 
ample of a symbol. To Simon, and to many read- 
ers, it can have more than one meaning. On a ra- 
tional level, Simon knows the pig’s head is just that: 
a “pig’s head on a stick.” But on a more emotional 
level, Simon realizes that the pig’s head represents 
an evil so strong that it has the power to make him 
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faint. When he thinks of the head as “The Lord of 
the Flies,” the symbol becomes even more power- 
ful, as this title is a translation of “Beelzebub,” an- 
other name for the Devil. Similarly, the fire set by 
using Piggy’s glasses, when controlled, could be 
said to represent science and technology at their 
best, serving humans with light and heat. When un- 
controlled, however, fire represents science and 
technology run amok, killing living things and de- 
stroying the island. Simon himself can be said to 
symbolize Christ, the selfless servant who is always 
helping others but who dies because his message— 
that the scary beast on the hill is only a dead para- 
chutist—is misunderstood. Throughout the story, 
the noises of the surf, the crackling fire, the boul- 
ders rolling down hills, and trees exploding from 
the fire’s heat are often compared to the boom of 
cannons and drum rolls. In this way, Golding re- 
minds us that the whole story is intended to repeat 
and symbolize the atomic war which preceded it. 


Setting 


In the setting for Lord of the Flies, Golding 
has created his own “Coral Island”—an allusion, 
or literary reference, to a book of that name by 
R. M. Ballantyne. Using the same scenario of boys 
being abandoned on a tropical island, The Coral Is- 
land (1857) is a classic boys’ romantic adventure 
story, like Johann Wyss’s The Swiss Family Robin- 
son, in which everyone has a great time and no- 
body dies or ends up unhappy. Golding, however, 
has quite different ideas, and he has used the set- 
ting in his story to reinforce those concepts. Yes, 
the island can be a wonderful place, as the littluns 
discover by day when they are bathing in the la- 
goon pool or eating fruit from the trees. But at night 
the same beach can be the setting for nightmares, 
as some boys fancy that they see “snake-things” in 
the trees. 


Golding builds a similar contrast between the 
generally rocky side of the island that faces the sea, 
and the softer side that faces the lagoon. On the 
ocean side of the island, “the filmy enchantments 
of mirage could not endure the cold ocean water.... 
On the other side of the island, swathed at midday 
with mirage, defended by the shield of the quiet la- 
goon, one might dream of rescue; but here, faced 
by the brute obtuseness of the ocean ... one was 
helpless.” Thus the setting reinforces Golding’s 
view of human nature as a struggle of good inten- 
tions and positive concepts like love and faith 
against the harshness of nature and human failings 
like anger. 
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Historical Context 


Golding and World War II 

“When I was young, before the war, I did have 
some airy-fairy views about man.... But I went 
through the war anc that changed me. The war 
taught me different and a lot of others like me,” 
Golding told Douglas A. Davis in the New Repub- 
lic. Golding was referring to his experiences as cap- 
tain of a British rocket-launching craft in the North 
Atlantic, where he was present at the sinking of 
the Bismarck, crown ship of the German navy, and 
participated in the D-Day invasion of German- 
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occupied France. He was also directly affected by 
the devastation of England by the German air force, 
which severely damaged the nation’s infrastructure 
and marked the beginning of a serious decline in 
the British economy. Wartime rationing continued 
well into the postwar period. Items like meat, bread, 
sugar, gasoline, and tobacco were all in short sup- 
ply and considered luxuries. To turn their country 
around, the government experimented with nation- 
alization of key industries like coal, electric power, 
and gas companies as well as the transportation 
industry. Socialized medicine and government- 
sponsored insurance were also introduced. Such 
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Contrast 


* 1950s: Economically, Great Britain was devas- 
tated by World War II. Homes, factories, rail- 
roads, docks, and other facilities had been de- 
stroyed by the German air force. Rationing of 
bread, meat, sugar, and gasoline continued well 
into the postwar period. Formerly a creditor, or 
lending nation, Great Britain for the first time 
in its history became a debtor nation. 


Today: Great Britain has regained economic 
stability, though not the economic power it had 
enjoyed before World War II. The discovery of 
oil in the North Sea and membership in the Eu- 
ropean Union (despite occasional disagree- 
ments) have enhanced Great Britain’s economic 
strength. 


* 1950s: Politically, Great Britain was ruled in the 
immediate post-World War II period by the La- 
bor Party, under which basic industries like coal, 
electric power, gas, and transportation were na- 
tionalized, social security was expanded, and 
universal health care was made available. With 
the coming of the Cold War, Great Britain sided 
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with its World War II ally the United States 
against Russian expansionism, although a strong 
strain of antinuclear activism arose, centered 
around the placement of American nuclear mis- 
siles on British bases. 


Today: Great Britain remains politically strong, 
though a separatist movement in Northern Ire- 
land continues to cause unrest. With the fall of 
the Berlin Wall and the end of the Cold War, 
Great Britain has been able to focus its energies 
more on domestic problems and regional coop- 
eration. 


+ 1950s: Biologically oriented psychologists like 
Arnold Gesell believe that a child’s intellectual 
development is only marginally affected by en- 
vironment, while other scientists argue that it 
plays a dominant role. 


Today: Scientific studies using brain scans have 
shown physical differences between the brains 
of healthy children and abused children, sug- 
gesting experiences can actually change the cir- 
cuity of the brain. 


changes, and the difficult conditions that produced 
them, suggest the climate of the postwar years in 
which Golding wrote Lord of the Flies. 


The Geography of a Tropical Island 

Although highly romanticized in both Western 
fiction and nonfiction, life on a typical tropical is- 
land is not all that easy. The weather is usually very 
hot and humid, and there is no breeze once one en- 
ters the jungle. While fish abound in the surround- 
ing waters and the scent of tropical flowers wafts 
through the air, one must still watch out for sharks, 
and one cannot live on a diet of fruit and flowers. 
James Fahey, a naval seaman who served in the Pa- 
cific islands during the war, concluded: “We do not 
care too much for this place, the climate takes the 
life right out of you.” 
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The Political Climate of the 1950s 

The rise of the Cold War between the Soviet 
Union (U.S.S.R.) and the western powers after the 
end of World War II signaled a new phase in world 
geopolitics. Actual wars during the 1950s were 
confined to relatively small-scale conflicts, as in 
Korea (involving the United States) and Vietnam 
(involving the French). The nonviolent yet still 
threatening sabre-rattling between the USSR and 
the United States, however, reached a peak with the 
first successful hydrogen bomb test by the United 
States on November 1, 1952, at Eniwetok Atoll in 
the Pacific. A second device, hundreds of times 
more powerful than the atomic bombs dropped over 
Japan, was successfully detonated on March 1, 
1954, at Bikini Atoll. In the United States, public 
fallout shelters were designated for large cities, al- 


85 


Lord of the Flies 

legedly to protect citizens from the rain of ra- 
dioactive materials produced by such nuclear ex- 
plosions. Schoolchildren practiced taking cover un- 
der their desks during regular air raid drills. Also 
in 1954, Canada and the United States agreed to 
build a “DEW” line (Distant Early Warning Line) 
of radar stations across the Arctic to warn of ap- 
proaching aircraft or missiles over the Arctic. In 
short, the atmosphere of the first half of the 1950s 
was one of suspicion, distrust, and threats among 
the big powers. An atomic war on the scale that 
Lord of Flies suggested did not seem out of the 
realm of possibility during the early 1950s. 


Critical Overview 





Lord of the Flies has attracted an immense 
amount of both favorable and unfavorable criti- 
cism. Most vehement among the latter critics are 
Kenneth Rexroth, whose essay in the Atlantic 
Monthly castigated the author for having written a 
typical “rigged” “thesis novel” whose characters 
“never come alive as real boys.” In the same camp 
is Martin Green (1960), who criticizes Golding’s 
early works, including Lord of the Flies, as “not 
importantly original in thought or feeling.” Other- 
wise admiring critics like James R. Baker have 
claimed that the popularity of the book peaked by 
the end of the 1960s because of that decade’s naive 
view of humanity and rejection of original sin. 


Among critics who admire Lord of the Flies, 
there is remarkable disagreement about the book’s 
influences, genre, significant characters, and 
theme, not to mention the general philosophy of the 
author. Frank Kermode’s early essay, excerpts of 
which appear in Baker & Ziegler’s casebook edi- 
tion of the novel, examines R. M. Ballantyne’s Vic- 
torian boys’ adventure story The Coral Island as 
Golding’s primary influence. He interprets Gold- 
ing’s book as a powerful story, capable of many 
interpretations, precisely because of the author’s 
“mythopoeic power to transcend” his own allegor- 
ical “programme.” Bernard F. Dick, while ac- 
knowledging The Coral Island’s influence, builds 
on Kermode’s observation that the book’s strength 
is grounded in its mythic level by tracing the in- 
fluence of the Greek dramatists, especially Euripi- 
des, whose play The Bacchae Golding himself ac- 
knowledged as an important source of his thinking. 
Dick notes that The Bacchae and Lord of the Flies 
both “portray a bipolar society in which the Apol- 
lonian [represented by Ralph] refuses or is unable 


to assimilate the Dionysian [represented by the 
hunters].” Dick finds fault with the author’s hav- 
ing profound thoughts come out of the mouths of 
children, especially Simon. The critic recognizes, 
however, that this flaw grew out of Golding’s de- 
cision to model his characters on the children in 
Coral Island. Nevertheless Dick is an overall ad- 
mirer of Golding’s craft in producing a work whose 
“foundation ... is mythic” yet which is perhaps 
most accurately called a “serious parody.” 


Using a psychoanalytic approach to the novel, 
Claire Rosenfield (1961) finds yet another source 
for Golding’s ideas in psychoanalyst Sigmund 
Freud’s Totem and Taboo. Golding claimed in an 
interview that he had read “absolutely no Freud.” 
Even so, Rosenfield’s close reading argues that 
Golding must have been influenced, directly or in- 
directly, by Freudian ideas. Rosenfield reminds us 
that according to Freud, gods and devils are basi- 
cally human processes projected into the outer 
world. Specifically, “Ralph is a projection of man’s 
good impulses from which we derive the authority 
figures—whether god, king, or father.... Jack be- 
comes an externalization of the evil instinctual 
forces of the unconscious.” Piggy, whose knowl- 
edge of science, thinning hair, and respect for adults 
make him the most aduitlike child on the island, is 
both a father figure and a symbol of the progres- 
sive degeneration of the boys from adults to ani- 
malistic savages. 


The abundance of possible critical stances on 
Lord of the Flies is summarized by Patrick Reilly 
in his chapter “The Strife of Critics” from his study 
“Lord of the Flies”: Fathers and Sons. Reilly notes 
that the book “has been read as a moral fable of 
personal disintegration, as a social fable of social 
regression, as a religious fable of the fall of man.” 
One critic is sure that civilization is victorious in 
the book, while another scoffs at the very idea that 
the book ends happily. 


Reilly himself puts Golding’s work squarely 
in the tradition of the “dark epiphany” as used in 
Jonathan Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels. Both authors 
work under the notion that man is so thoroughly 
corrupted that his redemption as a species is hope- 
less, however gallant and inspirational individual 
attempts may be. Thus the reader of Golding at the 
end of book is left wondering how, if the world has 
been destroyed by atomic war, the captain and his 
ship will be rescued after he has rescued the boys. 
Reilly, however, does find hope in the figure of Si- 
mon, whose slow death ennobles him as a “hero, 
saint, martyr,” in contrast to Piggy’s quick dispatch 
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and equally sudden disappearance. Thus the dark- 
ness within man as a whole in the story is balanced 
by the “brightness within” individual hearts, and 
Reilly concludes that “if we cannot be certain of 
salvation, perhaps it is enough to sustain us if we 
know that the darkness need not prevail.” 


Criticism 


Diane Andrews Henningfeld 

Henningfeld is a professor at Adrian College. 
In the following essay, she explores how Golding’s 
novel can be interpreted in a variety of different 
ways—including as political, psychological, and 
religious allegory. 


Lord of the Flies, William Golding’s first 
novel, was published in London in 1954 and in New 
York in 1955. Golding was forty-three years old 
when he wrote the novel, having served in the 
Royal Navy during the Second World War. Ac- 
cording to Bernard Oldsey, “The war appears to 
have been an important influence on him.” 


Lord of the Flies is deliberately modeled after 
R. M. Ballantyne’s 1857 novel The Coral Island. 
In this story, a group of English boys are ship- 
wrecked on a tropical island. They work hard to- 
gether to save themselves. The only evil in the book 
is external and is personified by a tribe of canni- 
bals that live on the island. The book offers a Vic- 
torian view of the world: through hard work and 
earnestness, one can overcome any hardship. 


By giving his characters the same names as 
those in Ballantyne’s book and by making direct 
reference to The Coral Island in the text of Lord 
of the Flies, Golding clearly wants readers to see 
his book as a response to the Victorian world view. 
Golding’s view is a much bleaker one: the evil on 
the island is internal, not external. At the end of the 
book, the adult naval officer who invokes The 
Coral Island almost serves as Ballantyne’s voice: 
“I should have thought that a pack of British boys— 
you’re all British, aren’t you?—would have been 
able to put up a better show than that.” Golding’s 
understanding of the world, colored by his own ex- 
periences in World War II, is better represented by 
Ralph’s weeping “for the end of innocence, the 
darkness of man’s heart, and the fall through the 
air of the true, wise friend called Piggy.” 

Initially, critics commented less on the novel 
as a work of art than on its political, religious, and 
psychological symbolism. For example, James 
Stern in a 1955 review for The New York Times 
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¢ Euripides’s ancient Greek tragedy The Bacchae, 
(405 Bc), whose influence on Lord of the Flies 
is widely acknowledged, dramatizes the influ- 
ence of the worship of Dionysus on the city of 
Thebes. In the play, King Pentheus tries to stop 
the Bacchantes’ Dionysian ceremony and as a 
result is taken for a wild animal and killed by 
his mother. 


e Just as Lord of the Flies is a post-World War II 
response to R. M. Ballantyne’s The Coral Is- 
land, so Golding’s next novel, The Inheritors 
(1955), is a realistic response to H. G. Wells’s 
optimistic theory of history as propounded in his 
Outline of History. 


¢ Animal Farm by George Orwell (1945), like 
Lord of the Flies, is an allegory influenced by 
its author’s war experiences, and one that probes 
the nature of man and his attempts to form a just 
society. 


e The view of man and society in J. D. Salinger’s 
Catcher in the Rye (1951), in which a psycho- 
logically convalescing young man looks back on 
his experiences, has often been contrasted with 
the perspective of Golding’s novel, and both 
books have been campus favorites at different 
times. 


e Praised for its style of its prose, Marianne Wig- 
gin’s 1989 novel John Dollar has been described 
as a “girl’s version” of Lord of the Flies. Set in 
the 1910s, the novel follows a group of girls and 
their blinded schoolmistress who are stranded 
on an island near Burma after a storm. 


Book Review wrote “Lord of the Flies is an alle- 
gory on human society today, the novel’s primary 
implication being that what we have come to call 
civilization is at best no more than skin deep.” 


Indeed, many critics have argued that Lord of 
the Flies is an allegory. An allegory is a story in 
which characters, setting, objects, and plot stand 
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for a meaning outside of the story itself. Frequently, 
the writers of allegory illustrate an abstract mean- 
ing by the use of concrete images. For example, 
George Orwell, in Animal Farm, uses animals and 
the barnyard as concrete representations of the 
Russian Revolution. Often, characters in allegories 
personify some abstract quality. In the medieval 
drama Everyman, for instance, the concrete char- 


acter Everyman stands for all of humanity. 


While it is possible to read Lord of the Flies 
as allegory, the work is so complex that it can be 
read as allegorizing the political state of the world 
in the postwar period; as a Freudian psychological 
understanding of human kind; or as the Christian 
understanding of the fall of humankind, among oth- 
ers. 


As a political allegory, each character in Lord 
of the Flies represents some abstract idea of gov- 
ernment. Ralph, for example, stands for the good- 
hearted but not entirely effective leader of a de- 
mocratic state, a ruler who wants to rule by law 
derived from the common consent. Piggy is his ad- 
viser, someone who is unable to rule because of his 
own social and physical shortcomings, but who is 
able to offer sound advice to the democratic leader. 
Jack, on the other hand, represents a totalitarian dic- 
tator, a ruler who appeals to the emotional re- 
sponses of his followers. He rules by charisma and 
hysteria. Roger, the boy who takes the most joy in 
the slaughter of the pigs and who hurls the rock 
that kills Piggy, represents the henchman necessary 
for such a totalitarian ruler to stay in power. 


Such a reading takes into account the state of 
the world at the end of the World War I. For many 
years, leaders such as British Prime Minister Win- 
ston Churchill and U.S. President Franklin D. Roo- 
sevelt led democratic countries against totalitarian 
demigods such as Germany’s Adolf Hitler and 
Italy’s Benito Mussolini. Further, in the early 
1950s, the world appeared to be divided into two 
camps: the so-called Free World of Western Eu- 
rope and the United States, and the so-called Iron 
Curtain world of communist eastern Europe and the 
Soviet Union. At the time of the writing of Lord of 
the Flies, the world appeared to be teetering on the 
brink of total nuclear annihilation. Thus, by taking 
into account the historical context of Lord of the 
Flies, it is possible to understand the work as po- 
litical and historical allegory, even as a cautionary 
tale for the leaders of the world. 


Freudian psychological critics, on the other 
hand, are able to read Lord of the Flies as an alle- 
gory of the human psychology. In such a reading, 


each of the characters personifies a different aspect 
of the human psyche: the id, the super ego, and the 
ego. According to Freud, the id (located in the un- 
conscious mind) works always to gratify its own 
impulses. These impulses, often sexual, seek to pro- 
vide pleasure without regard to the cost. Jack’s im- 
pulse to hunt and kill reaches its peak with the 
killing of the sow pig, a killing rife with sexual 
overtones. Jack never considers anything but his 
own pleasure; thus he can be considered an alle- 
gorical representation of the id. The superego is the 
part of the mind that seeks to control the impulsive 
behavior of the id. It acts as an internal censor. In 
Lord of the Flies, Piggy serves this role. He con- 
stantly reminds Ralph of their need to keep the fire 
burning and to take proper responsibility for the lit- 
tluns. By so doing, he urges Ralph to control Jack. 
Piggy understands that Jack hates him, because he 
stands between Jack and his achievement of plea- 
sure. Further, just as the superego must employ the 
ego to control the id, Piggy cannot control Jack on 
his own; he must rely on Ralph to do so. Finally, 
the ego is the conscious mind whose role it is to 
mediate between the id’s demand for pleasure and 
the social pressures brought to bear by the super- 
ego. Freud calls this mediation process the reality 
principal; that is, the notion that immediate plea- 
sure must be denied in order to avoid painful or 
deadly consequences. Ralph clearly fills this role. 
He attempts to control Jack and engage his energy 
for the tending of the fire. To do so requires him 
to put off the pleasure of the hunt in order to se- 
cure rescue. In a Freudian reading of The Lord of 
the Flies, Golding seems to be saying that without 
the reinforcement of social norms, the id will con- 
trol the psyche. 


Finally, it is possible to read Lord of the Flies 
as a religious allegory. In such a reading, the trop- 
ical island, filled with fruit and everything needed 
for sustenance, becomes a symbol of the Garden of 
Eden. The initial identification of the beastie as a 
snake also brings to mind the story of the Fall of 
Man. Indeed, it is possible to read the fall of the 
parachutist as the event which leads to the ouster 
from Eden of the boys. Further, Jack’s identifica- 
tion with hunting and Ralph’s identification with 
shelter as well as their natural antagonism appear 
to be allegorization of the Cain and Abel story. In- 
deed, it is only the intercession of the adult who 
comes looking for them which saves Ralph from 
murder. Many critics have attempted to read Simon 
as a Christ figure; he is the one boy who has the 
true knowledge which can save them. Like Christ, 
he is martyred. Unlike Christ, however, his death 
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seems to have no significance for the boys; his 
knowledge dies with him. 


More recently, critics have recognized the 
technical and artistic skill exhibited by Golding in 
Lord of the Flies. Especially notable is the way in 
which Golding fuses allegorical structure with 
strong, realistic descriptions, well-developed char- 
acterizations, and a coherent, fast moving plot. The 
description of the death of Piggy, for example, 
demonstrates Golding’s skill with realistic, graphic 
prose: 


The rock struck Piggy a glancing blow from chin to 
knee; the conch exploded into a thousand white frag- 
ments and ceased to exist. Piggy, saying nothing, 
with no time for even a grunt, traveled through the 
air sideways from the rock, turning over as he went. 
The rock bounded twice and was lost in the forest. 
Piggy fell forty feet and landed on his back across 
the square red rock in the sea. His head opened and 
stuff came out and turned red. Piggy’s arms and legs 
twitched a bit, like a pig’s after it has been killed. 
Then the sea breathed again in a long, slow sigh, the 
water boiled white and pink over the rock; and when 
it went, sucking back again, the body of Piggy was 
gone. 

Golding also provides strong characteriza- 
tions. While it is possible to see each boy fulfill- 
ing an allegorical role, none of the characters (with 
the possible exception of Simon) functions solely 
as part of the allegory. This can perhaps best be 
seen in the development of Jack. During the first 
trip into the jungle, he is unable to kill the pig with 
his knife; by the end of the book he is hunting hu- 
man quarry. Jack’s growth from choirboy to mur- 
derer is accomplished with great skill. 


Finally, Golding writes a fast-moving, sus- 
penseful adventure story. The book moves quickly 
from the first days on the beach to the final hunt 
scene, reaching a feverish pitch that is broken 
abruptly by the appearance of the naval officer, just 
as it appears that Ralph will be killed. While the 
appearance of the adult, however, closes the action, 
it does not provide us with a happy ending. Indeed, 
at the moment of the climax of the adventure story, 
Golding suddenly reminds us of the allegorical na- 
ture of the book: the naval officer’s cruiser is a 
weapon of war. Although we feel relief over 
Ralph’s rescue, we suddenly understand that the 
adult world is little different from the world of the 
island, a place where men hunt and kill each other 
indiscriminately, a place where men can blow up 
the entire planet, our island in the sea of the uni- 
verse. 


Source: Diane Andrews Henningfeld, in an essay for Nov- 
els for Students, Gale, 1997. 
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Lord of the Flies 


Paul Slayton 


In the following excerpt, Slayton finds Lord of 
the Flies to be a parable about modern civilization 
and human morality, and describes Golding’s lit- 
erary techniques. 


Lord of the Flies is William Golding’s parable 
of life in the latter half of the twentieth century, the 
nuclear age, when society seems to have reached 
technological maturity while human morality is still 
prepubescent. Whether or not one agrees with the 
pessimistic philosophy, the idiocentric psychology 
or the fundamentalist theology espoused by Gold- 
ing in the novel, if one is to use literature as a “win- 
dow on the world,” this work is one of the panes 
through which one should look. 


The setting for Lord of the Flies is in the lit- 
erary tradition of Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe 
and Johann Wyss’s The Swiss Family Robinson, 
and like these earlier works provides the necessary 
ingredients for an idyllic utopian interlude. A plane 
loaded with English school boys, aged five through 
twelve, is being evacuated to a safe haven in, per- 
haps, Australia to escape the “Reds,” with whom 
the English are engaged in an atomic war. Some- 
where in the tropics the plane is forced to crash 
land during a violent storm. All the adults on board 
are lost when the forward section of the plane is 
carried out to sea by tidal waves. The passenger 
compartment, fortuitously, skids to a halt on the is- 
land, and the young passengers escape uninjured. 


The boys find themselves in a tropical par- 
adise: bananas, coconuts and other fruits are pro- 
fusely available. The sea proffers crabs and occa- 
sional fish in tidal pools, all for the taking. The 
climate is benign. Thus, the stage is set for an idyl- 
lic interlude during which British fortitude will en- 
able the boys to master any possible adversity. In 
fact, Golding relates that just such a nineteenth cen- 
tury novel, R. M. Ballantyne’s Coral Island, was 
the inspiration for Lord of the Flies. In that utopian 
story the boy castaways overcame every obstacle 
they encountered with the ready explanation, “We 
are British, you know!” 


Golding’s tropical sojourners, however, do not 
“live happily ever after.” Although they attempt to 
organize themselves for survival and rescue, con- 
flicts arise as the boys first neglect, then refuse, 
their assigned tasks. As their “society” fails to build 
shelters or to keep the signal fire going, fears em- 
anating from within—for their environment is to- 
tally non-threatening—take on a larger than life re- 
ality. Vines hanging from trees become “snake 
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things” in the imaginings of the “little’uns.” A 
nightmare amidst fretful sleep, causing one of the 
boys to cry out in the night, conjures up fearful 
“beasties” for the others. Their fears become more 
real than existence on the tropical paradise itself 
when the twins, Sam ’n Eric, report their enervat- 
ing experience with the wind-tossed body of the 
dead parachutist. Despite Simon’s declaration that 
“there is no beast, it’s only us,” and Piggy’s dis- 
avowal of “ghosts and things,” the fear of the un- 
known overcomes their British reserve and under 
Jack’s all-too-willing chieftainship the boys’ retreat 
from civilization begins. 


In the initial encounter with a pig, Jack is un- 
able to overcome his trained aversion to violence 
to even strike a blow at the animal. Soon, however, 
he and his choirboys-turned-hunters make their first 
kill. They rationalize that they must kill the ani- 
mals for meat. The next step back from civilization 
occurs and the meat pretext is dropped; the real ob- 
jective is to work their will on other living things. 


Then, killing begins to take on an even more 
sinister aspect. The first fire the boys build to at- 
tract rescuers roars out of control and one of the 
younger boys is accidentally burned to death. The 
next death, that of Simon, is not an accident. He is 
beaten to death when he rushes into the midst of 
the ritual dance of the young savages. Ironically, 
he has come to tell the boys that he has discovered 
that the beast they fear is not real. Then Piggy, the 
last intellectual link with civilization, is killed on 
impulse by the sadistic Roger. Last, all semblance 
of civilized restraint is cast-off as the now-savage 
tribe of boys organizes itself to hunt down and kill 
their erstwhile leader, Ralph, who had tried des- 
perately to prepare them to carry on in the fashion 
expected of upper middle-class British youth. 


That Golding intended Lord of the Flies as a 
paradigm for modern civilization is concretely ev- 
ident at the conclusion of the work. During the fi- 
nal confrontation at the rock fort between Ralph 
and Piggy and Jack and his tribe, the reader read- 
ily forgets that these individuals in conflict are not 
adults. The manhunt for Ralph, too, seems relative 
only to the world of adults. The reader is so in- 
clined to lose sight of the age of his characters that 
Golding must remind that these participants are 
pre-adolescents: The naval officer who interrupts 
the deadly manhunt sees “A semicircle of little 
boys, their bodies streaked with colored clay, sharp 
sticks in hand....” Unlike that officer, the reader 
knows that it was not “fun and games” of the boys 
that the naval officer interrupted. The officer does 


not realize—as the reader knows—that he has just 
saved Ralph from a sacrificial death and the other 
boys from becoming premeditated murderers. Nei- 
ther is the irony of the situation very subtle: The 
boys have been “rescued” by an officer from a 
British man-of-war, which will very shortly resume 
its official activities as either hunter or hunted in 
the deadly adult game of war. 


Golding, then, in Lord of the Flies is asking 
the question which continues as the major question 
haunting the world today: How shall denizens of 
the earth be rescued from our fears and our own 
pursuers—ourselves? While Golding offers no 
ready solutions to our dilemma, an understanding 
of his parable yields other questions which may en- 
able readers to become seekers in the quest for a 
moral world. Even if one disagrees with Golding’s 
judgment of the nature of human beings and of hu- 
man society, one profits from his analysis of the 
problems confronting people today.... 


Golding is a master at his trade and Lord of 
the Flies has achieved critical acclaim as the best 
of his works. Indeed, a dictionary of literary ter- 
minology might well be illustrated with specific ex- 
amples from this piece of prose. The development 
of the several focal characters in this work is bril- 
liantly and concretely done. In addition, the omni- 
scient narrative technique, plotting, relating story 
to setting and the use of irony, foreshadowing, and 
certainly, symbolism are so carefully and con- 
cretely accomplished that the work can serve as an 
invaluable teaching aid to prepare students to read 
other literature with a degree of understanding far 
beyond a simplistic knowledge of the surface 
events of the story. Golding’s characterizations will 
be used in this rationale to illustrate these techni- 
cal qualities of the novel. 


A strength of Lord of the Flies lies in tech- 
niques of characterization. There are five major 
characters who are developed as wholly-rounded 
individuals whose actions and intensity show com- 
plex human motivation: Ralph, Jack, Roger, Simon 
and Piggy. A study of these characterizations shows 
the wide range of techniques for developing per- 
sona utilized by Golding and by other authors: 


Ralph, the protagonist, is a rather befuddled 
everyman. He is chosen for leadership by the group 
for all the wrong reasons. Ralph does not seek the 
leadership role; he is elected because he is older 
(12 plus), somewhat larger, is attractive in personal 
appearance and, most strikingly, he possesses the 
conch shell which reminds the boys of the mega- 
phone with which their late adult supervisors di- 
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rected and instructed them. In the unsought lead- 
ership role Ralph demonstrates courage, intelli- 
gence and some diplomatic skill. On the negative 
side he quickly becomes disillusioned with the de- 
mocratic process and without Piggy’s constant urg- 
ings would have cast aside the chief’s role even be- 
fore Jack’s coup d’etat. Ralph also demonstrates 
other weaknesses as he unthinkingly gives away 
Piggy’s hated nickname and, more significantly, he 
gets caught up in the mob psychology of the sav- 
age dance and takes part in the ritualistic murder 
of Simon. Thus, by relating causes and effects, 
Golding reveals Ralph’s change from a proper 
British lad to group leader to his disenchantment 
and finally to his becoming the object of the mur- 
derous hunt by the boys who once chose him as 
their leader. 


Jack, the antagonist, is developed as the force- 
ful villain. Outgoing, cocky and confident, Jack 
marches his choir boys in military formation up the 
beach to answer the call of the conch. Jack is a nat- 
ural leader who, except for his exploitative nature, 
might have been a congealing force for good. In- 
stead, his lust for power precipitates the conflict 
with Ralph and Piggy’s long-range planning for 
rescue. To attain leadership, Jack caters to boyish 
desires for ready delights and after he is assured 
that his choir boys will follow in this new direc- 
tion, he resorts to intimidation to increase his fol- 
lowing. In Jack, Golding has developed a prototype 
of the charismatic leader who gains adherents by 
highlighting the fears and fulfilling the ephemeral 
needs and desires of followers. 


Roger, “the hangman’s horror,” is a stereo- 
typed character who does not change. He readily 
sheds a thin veneer of civilization which has been 
imposed upon him by the authority of the police- 
man and the law. So easily his arm loses the re- 
straints which had once prohibited him from hit- 
ting the littl’uns with tossed rocks to a point where 
he can kill Piggy on impulse. It is but one more 
small step for him to proclaim the ritual dance must 
end in killing and to premeditate the murder of 
Ralph. 


Simon is the quintessential Christ-figure. A 
thin, frail little boy, subject to fainting spells, he 
alone has the mental acumen and the courage to go 
onto the mountain and disprove the existence of the 
“beast.” He is martyred for his efforts by the group 
which no longer wishes to hear his “good news.” 


Piggy, the pragmatic intellectual, is of neces- 
sity the most steadfast in motivation. He is tied to 
civilization by his physical weaknesses. Over- 
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weight, asthmatic, and completely dependent for 
sight upon his spectacles, the life of the happy sav- 
age has no allure for him. Without the aids of civ- 
ilization, such as eye glasses and allergy shots, he 
cannot long survive. Consequently, he must reject 
the ephemeral allures offered by Jack and stead- 
fastly hold, and seek to hold Ralph, to maintaining 
the smoke signal, his only hope for the aid and suc- 
cor of rescue. His steadfastness in this aim enables 
him to call up the uncharacteristic courage to make 
the last appeal to Jack and his tribe before the rock 
fort because “right is right.” His plea is to no avail; 
the sadistic Roger releases the boulder which 
throws Piggy from the cliff to his death. 


Another minor character, Percival Weems 
Botts, is developed as a stereotype to demonstrate 
the fragility of rote learning. This “little’un” who 
can only recite his name and address as a response 
soon forgets even that as all trappings of civiliza- 
tion are lost by the boys. 


Thus, Golding’s techniques of characterization 
afford superior examples of the writer’s craft and 
apt material to use to help students learn to inter- 
pret authorial voice and to respond to a piece of lit- 
erature as a level beyond the denotative. 


Lord of the Flies has earned for itself and its 
author great critical acclaim. It has also been ex- 
tolled by teachers for the excitement it can engen- 
der in readers and as a work in which the motiva- 
tion of characters is readily understood by 
adolescent readers. Despite these accolades for the 
novel as a work of literary art and as a teaching 
tool, Lord of the Flies has on occasion aroused the 
ire of would-be censors. 


Some have opposed the use of the novel in the 
classroom because of the use of “vulgar” language. 
Certain words, notably “sucks,” “ass,” and the 
British slang word “bloody,” are used. It is patently 
obvious that there is no prurient motivation behind 
the author’s choice of these words. Not one of these 
words is ever used outside of a context in which 
the word appears to be quite naturally the word the 
character would use. The choir boys may well sing 
like “angels,” as is stated; nevertheless, these are 
perfectly normal pre-adolescent boys. Given the 
proclivities of such youth the world over, verisimil- 
itude would be lost had they, amongst themselves, 
always spoken like angels. 


The sexual symbolism of the killing of the sow 
has also raised some puritanical brows. This vio- 
lent scene is described in terms which might well 
be used to describe a rape. Such symbolism is fully 
justified, however, if the author is to be allowed to 
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make his point that the motivation of the boys, cast- 
ing away the cloak of civilization, is no longer 
merely securing food. Rather, they have moved 
from serving practical needs to an insane lust for 
working their will upon other creatures. The next 
step is the slaughter of their own kind. 


Objection, too, has come upon that very point: 
children killing children. One must remind those 
who object to this violence that this piece of liter- 
ature is a parable. Children are specifically used to 
show that even the innocence of childhood can be 
corrupted by fears from within. Those who would 
deny Golding this mode of establishing his theme 
would deny to all authors the right to make their 
point in an explicit fashion. 


The most vociferous denunciation of Lord of 
the Flies has been vocalized by those who have 
misread the book to the point that they believe it 
deals with Satanism. The symbolism of the title, 
which is the English translation of the Greek word 
“Beelzebub,” is surely being misinterpreted by 
such folk. In fact, theologian Davis Anderson states 
unequivocally that “Golding is a Christian writer.” 
Anderson defines the central theme of Lord of the 
Flies as a statement of what it is like to experience 
the fall from innocence into sin and to experience 
damnation. Thus, a theologian sees the novel as one 
dealing with the Christian doctrine of original sin 
and of the rupture of man’s relationship with God! 
Consequently, one who would attack this novel as 
an exercise in Satanism assuredly holds an inde- 
fensible premise. 


Source: Paul Slayton, “Teaching Rationale for William 
Golding’s Lord of the Flies,” in Censored Books: Critical 
Viewpoints, Nicholas J. Karolides, Lee Burress, John M. 
Kean, eds., The Scarecrow Press, Inc., 1993, pp. 351-57. 


Carl Niemeyer 

In the following excerpt, Niemeyer compares 
Lord of the Flies to an earlier, utopian British chil- 
dren’s novel, The Coral Island. 


One interested in finding about Golding for 
oneself should probably begin with Lord of the 
Flies.... The story is simple. In a way not clearly 
explained, a group of children, all boys, presum- 
ably evacuees in a future war, are dropped from a 
plane just before it is destroyed, on to an uninhab- 
ited tropical island. The stage is thus set for a re- 
working of a favorite subject in children’s litera- 
ture: castaway children assuming adult respon- 
sibilities without adult supervision. Golding ex- 
pects his readers to recall the classic example of 
such a book, R. M. Ballantyne’s The Coral Island 
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(1857), where the boys rise to the occasion and be- 
have as admirably as would adults. But in Lord of 
the Flies everything goes wrong from the begin- 
ning. A few boys representing sanity and common 
sense, led by Ralph and Piggy, see the necessity 
for maintaining a signal fire to attract a rescue. But 
they are thwarted by the hunters, led by red-haired 
Jack, whose lust for blood is finally not to be sat- 
isfied by killing merely wild pigs. Only the timely 
arrival of a British cruiser saves us from an ending 
almost literally too horrible to think about. Since 
Golding is using a naive literary form to express 
sophisticated reflections on the nature of man and 
society, and since he refers obliquely to Ballantyne 
many times throughout the book, a glance at The 
Coral Island is appropriate. 


Ballantyne shipwrecks his three boys—Jack, 
eighteen; Ralph, the narrator, aged fifteen; and Pe- 
terkin Gay, a comic sort of boy, aged thirteen— 
somewhere in the South Seas on an uninhabited 
coral island. Jack is a natural leader, but both Ralph 
and Peterkin have abilities valuable for survival. 
Jack has the most common sense and foresight, but 
Peterkin turns out to be a skillful killer of pigs, and 
Ralph when later in the book he is temporarily sep- 
arated from his friends and alone on a schooner, 
coolly navigates it back to Coral Island by dead 
reckoning, a feat sufficiently impressive, if not 
quite equal to Captain Bligh’s. The boys’ life on 
the island is idyllic; and they are themselves with- 
out malice or wickedness, though there are a few 
curious episodes in which Ballantyne seems to hint 
at something he himself understands as little as do 
his characters. One is Peterkin’s wanton killing of 
an old sow, useless as food, which the boy ratio- 
nalizes by saying he needs leather for shoes. This 
and one or two other passages suggest that Ballan- 
tyne was aware of some darker aspects of boyish 
nature, but for the most part he emphasizes the par- 
adisiacal life of the happy castaways. Like Gold- 
ing’s, however, Ballantyne’s story raises the prob- 
lem of evil, but whereas Golding finds evil in the 
boys’ own natures, it comes to Ballantyne’s boys 
not from within themselves but from the outside 
world. Tropical nature, to be sure, is kind, but the 
men of this non-Christian world are bad. For ex- 
ample, the island is visited by savage cannibals, one 
canoeful pursuing another, who fight a cruel and 
bloody battle, observed by the horrified boys, and 
then go away. A little later the island is again vis- 
ited, this time by pirates (i.e., white men who have 
renounced or scorned their Christian heritage), who 
succeed in capturing Ralph. In due time the pirates 
are deservedly destroyed, and in the final episode 
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of the book the natives undergo an unmotivated 
conversion to Christianity, which effects a total 
change in their nature just in time to rescue the boys 
from their clutches. 


Thus Ballantyne’s view of man is seen to be 
optimistic, like his view of English boys’ pluck and 
resourcefulness, which subdues tropical islands as 
triumphantly as England imposes empire and reli- 
gion on lawless breeds of men. Golding’s naval of- 
ficer, the deus ex machina of Lord of the Flies, is 
only echoing Ballantyne when, perceiving dimly 
that all has not gone well on the island, he says: “I 
should have thought that a pack of British boys— 
you’re all British aren’t you?—would have been 
able to put up a better show than that—I mean—” 


This is not the only echo of the older book. 
Golding boldly calls his two chief characters Jack 
and Ralph. He reproduces the comic Peterkin in the 
person of Piggy. He has a wanton killing of a wild 
pig, accomplished, as E. L. Epstein points out, “in 
terms of sexual intercourse.” He uses a storm to 
avert a quarrel between Jack and Ralph, as Bal- 
lantyne used a hurricane to rescue his boys from 
death at the hands of cannibals. He emphasizes 
physical cruelty but integrates it into his story, and 
by making it a real if deplorable part of human, or 
at least boyish, nature improves on Ballantyne, 
whose descriptions of brutality—never of course 
performed by the boys—are usually introduced 
merely for their sensational effect. Finally, on the 
last page Golding’s officer calls Ralph mildly to 
task for not having organized things better. 


“Tt was like that at first,” said Ralph, “before things—” 
He stopped. 

“We were together then—” 

The officer nodded helpfully. 

“T know. Jolly good show. Like the Coral Island.” 


Golding invokes Ballantyne, so that the kind 
but uncomprehending adult, the instrument of sal- 
vation, may recall to the child who has just gone 
through hell, the naiveté of the child’s own early 
innocence, now forever lost; but he suggests at the 
same time the inadequacy of Ballantyne’s picture 
of human nature in primitive surroundings. 


Golding, then, regards Ballantyne’s book as a 
badly falsified map of reality, yet the only map of 
this particular reality that many of us have. Ralph 
has it and, through harrowing experiences, replaces 
it with a more accurate one. The naval officer, 
though he should know better, since he is on the 
scene and should not have to rely on memories of 
his boyhood reading, has it, and it seems unlikely 
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that he is ever going to alter it, for his last recorded 
action is to turn away from the boys and look at 
his “trim” cruiser, in other words to turn away from 
a revelation of the untidy human heart to look at 
something manufactured, manageable, and solidly 
useful. 


Golding, who being a grammar-school teacher 
should know boys well, gives a corrective of Bal- 
lantyne’s optimism. As he has explained, the book 
is “an attempt to trace the defects of society back 
to the defects of human nature.” These defects turn 
out, on close examination, to result from the evil 
of inadequacy and mistakenness. Evil is not the 
positive and readily identifiable force it appears to 
be when embodied in Ballantyne’s savages and pi- 
rates. Golding’s Ralph, for example, has real abil- 
ities, most conspicuous among them the gift of 
leadership and a sense of responsibility toward the 
“Jittluns.” Yet both are incomplete. “By now,” 
writes Golding, “Ralph had no self-consciousness 
in public thinking but would treat the day’s deci- 
sions as though he were playing chess.” Such de- 
tachment is obviously an important and valuable 
quality in a leader, but significantly the next sen- 
tence reads: “The only trouble was that he would 
never be a very good chess player.” Piggy on the 
other hand no doubt would have been a good chess 
player, for with a sense of responsibility still more 
acute than Ralph’s he combines brains and com- 
mon sense. Physically, however, he is ludicrous— 
fat, asthmatic, and almost blind without his specs. 
He is forever being betrayed by his body. At his 
first appearance he is suffering from diarrhoea; his 
last gesture is a literally brainless twitch of the 
limbs, “like a pig’s after it has been killed.” His 
further defect is that he is powerless, except as he 
works through Ralph. Though Piggy is the first to 
recognize the value of the conch and even shows 
Ralph how to blow it to summon the first assem- 
bly, he cannot sound it himself. And he lacks imag- 
ination. Scientifically minded as he is, he scorns 
what is intangible and he dismisses the possibility 
of ghosts or an imaginary beast. “Cos things 
wouldn’t make sense. Houses an’ streets, an’-— 
TV—they wouldn’t work.” Of course he is quite 
right, save that he forgets he is now on an island 
where the artifacts of the civilization he has always 
known are meaningless. 


It is another important character, Simon, who 
understands that there may indeed be a beast, even 
if not a palpable one—“maybe it’s only us.” The 
scientist Piggy has recognized it is possible to be 
frightened of people, but he finds this remark of Si- 
mon’s dangerous nonsense. Still Simon is right, as 
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we see from his interview with the sow’s head on 
a stake, which is the lord of the flies. He is right 
that the beast is in the boys themselves, and he 
alone discovers that what has caused their terror is 
in reality a dead parachutist ironically stifled in the 
elaborate clothing worn to guarantee survival. But 
Simon’s failure is the inevitable failure of the mys- 
tic—what he knows is beyond words; he cannot 
impart his insights to others. Having an early 
glimpse of the truth, he cannot tell it. 

Simon became inarticulate in his effort to express 

mankind’s essential illness. Inspiration came to him. 


“What’s the dirtiest thing there is?” 


As an answer Jack dropped into the uncomprehend- 
ing silence that followed it the one crude expressive 
syllable. Release was like an orgasm. Those littluns 
who had climbed back on the twister fell off again 
and did not mind. The hunters were screaming with 
delight. 


Simon’s effort fell about him in ruins; the laughter 
beat him cruelly and he shrank away defenseless to 
his seat. 

Mockery also greets Simon later when he 
speaks to the lord of the flies, though this time it 
is sophisticated, adult mockery: 

“Fancy thinking the Beast was something you could 
hunt and kill!” said the head. For a moment or two 
the forest and all the other dimly appreciated places 
echoed with the parody of laughter. 

Tragically, when Simon at length achieves a 
vision so clear that is is readily communicable he 
is killed by the pig hunters in their insane belief 
that he is the very evil which he alone has not only 
understood but actually exorcised. Like the martyr, 
he is killed for being precisely what he is not. 


The inadequacy of Jack is the most serious of 
all, and here perhaps if anywhere in the novel we 
have a personification of absolute evil. Though he 
is the most mature of the boys (he alone of all the 
characters is given a last name), and though as head 
of the choir he is the only one with any experience 
of leadership, he is arrogant and lacking in Ralph’s 
charm and warmth. Obsessed with the idea of hunt- 
ing, he organizes his choir members into a band of 
killers. Ostensibly they are to kill pigs, but pigs 
alone do not satisfy them, and pigs are in any event 
not needed for food. The blood lust once aroused 
demands nothing less than human blood. If Ralph 
represents purely civil authority, backed only by 
his own good will, Piggy’s wisdom, and the 
crowd’s easy willingness to be ruled, Jack stands 
for naked ruthless power, the police force or the 
military force acting without restraint and gradu- 
ally absorbing the whole state into itself and anni- 


hilating what it cannot absorb. Yet even Jack is in- 
adequate. He is only a little boy after all, as we are 
sharply reminded in a brilliant scene at the end of 
the book, when we suddenly see him through the 
eyes of the officer instead of through Ralph’s, and 
he is, like all sheer power, anarchic. When Ralph 
identifies himself to the officer as “boss,” Jack, who 
has just all but murdered him, makes a move in dis- 
pute, but overawed at last by superior power, the 
power of civilization and the British Navy, implicit 
in the officer’s mere presence, he says nothing. He 
is a villain (are his red hair and ugliness intended 
to suggest that he is a devil?), but in our world of 
inadequacies and imperfections even villainy does 
not fulfill itself completely. If not rescued, the 
hunters would have destroyed Ralph and made him, 
like the sow, an offering to the beast; but the in- 
exorable logic of Ulysses makes us understand 
that they would have proceeded thence to self- 
destruction. 


Then everything includes itself in power, 
Power into will, will into appetite; 

And appetite, an universal wolf, 

So doubly seconded with will and power, 
Must make perforce an universal prey, 
And last eat up himself. 


The distance we have travelled from Ballan- 
tyne’s cheerful unrealities is both artistic and moral. 
Golding is admittedly symbolic; Ballantyne pro- 
fessed to be telling a true story. Yet it is the sym- 
bolic tale that, at least for our times, carries con- 
viction. Golding’s boys, who choose to remember 
nothing of their past before the plane accident; who, 
as soon as Jack commands the choir to take off the 
robes marked with the cross of Christianity, have 
no trace of religion; who demand to be ruled and 
are incapable of being ruled properly; who though 
many of them were once choir boy’s (Jack could 
sing C sharp) never sing a note on the island; in 
whose minds the great tradition of Western culture 
has left the titles of a few books for children, a 
knowledge of the use of matches (but no matches), 
and hazy memories of planes and TV sets—these 
boys are more plausible than Ballantyne’s. His was 
a world of blacks and whites: bad hurricanes, good 
islands; good pigs obligingly allowing themselves 
to be taken for human food, bad sharks disoblig- 
ingly taking human beings for shark food; good 
Christians, bad natives; bad pirates, good boys. Of 
the beast within, which demands blood sacrifice, 
first a sow’s head, then a boy’s, Ballantyne has 
some vague notion, but he cannot take it seriously. 
Not only does Golding see the beast; he sees that 
to keep it at bay we have civilization; but when by 
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some magic or accident civilization is abolished 
and the human animal is left on his own, depen- 
dent upon his mere humanity, then being human is 
not enough. The beast appears, though not neces- 
sarily spontaneously or inevitably, for it never rages 
in Ralph or Piggy or Simon as it does in Roger or 
Jack; but it is latent in all of them, in the signifi- 
cantly named Piggy, in Ralph, who sometimes en- 
vies the abandon of the hunters and who shares the 
desire to “get a handful” of Robert’s “brown, vul- 
nerable flesh,” and even in Simon burrowing into 
his private hiding place. After Simon’s death Jack 
attracts all the boys but Ralph and the loyal Piggy 
into his army. Then when Piggy is killed and Ralph 
is alone, only civilization can save him. The timely 
arrival of the British Navy is less theatrical than 
logically necessary to make Golding’s point. For 
civilization defeats the beast. It slinks back into the 
jungle as the boys creep out to be rescued; but the 
beast is real. It is there, and it may return. 


Source: Carl Niemeyer, “The Coral Island Revisited,” in 
College English, Vol. 22, No. 4, January, 1961, pp. 241-45. 
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My Antonia 


Willa Cather 
1918 





Willa Cather’s My Antonia (1918) is the story of 
both Antonia Shimerda, a Bohemian immigrant to 
the state of Nebraska in the 1880s, and the novel’s 
American-born narrator, Jim Burden. The story is 
told as Jim relates his own image of Antonia in a 
nostalgic re-creation of his childhood and youth. 
Their wildly differing places in the social hierar- 
chy account for their respective fortunes. Antonia 
survives her father’s suicide, hires herself out as 
household help, is abandoned at the altar, gives 
birth out of wedlock, but achieves fulfillment in her 
marriage to a Czech farmer, her loving children, 
and their flourishing farm. Jim, a successful well- 
traveled and cultured East-coast lawyer, remains 
romantic, nostalgic, and unfulfilled in life. This 
portrait of Antonia is widely acknowledged as one 
of the most memorable characters in twentieth-cen- 
tury literature. Through her, Cather celebrates the 
vitality and fruitfulness of the pioneering era as a 
type of lost paradise. My Antonia is widely con- 
sidered the best of the author’s “Nebraska” novels 
which reflect her childhood experiences growing 
up on the plains. Since its appearance, Cather’s 
carefully crafted fiction has gathered a steady fol- 
lowing. Her reputation has continued to grow since 
her death in 1947. Although contemporary review- 
ers sometimes faulted the author’s work as overly 
nostalgic and obsessed with the past, today critics 
see Cather’s Nebraska novels, and My Antonia in 
particular, as well-crafted, sympathetic portrayals 
of the uniquely American experience of immigrant 
pioneers. 
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Author Biography 


Born in Virginia in 1873, Willa Cather spent the 
first decade of her life on her family’s farm in Back 
Creek Valley. In 1884, her family moved to join 
her father’s relatives among the ethnically diverse 
settlers of the Great Plains. This area would serve 
as the inspiration for several of her novels, includ- 
ing My Antonia (1918). Her father tried farming but 
soon settled the family in Red Cloud, Nebraska, a 
town of approximately 2,500 people. Cather re- 
membered vividly both the trauma of leaving a hill 
farm for a flat, empty land and the subsequent ex- 
citement of growing up in the new country. She 
took intense pleasure in riding her pony to neigh- 
boring farms and listening to the stories of the im- 
migrant farm women she met there. Cather ac- 
companied a local doctor on house calls and by her 
thirteenth birthday had adopted the outward ap- 
pearance and manner of a male. She signed her 
name “William Cather, Jr.” or “William Cather, 
M.D.” Eventually returning to more conventional 
modes of dress, she later dismissed the episode as 
juvenile posturing. 


At sixteen, she left home to prepare to enroll 
at the University of Nebraska in Lincoln, which she 
entered in 1891. Her freshman English instructor 
gave her essay on Thomas Carlyle to a Lincoln 
newspaper for publication and by her junior year, 
she was supporting herself as a journalist. From 
Lincoln, she moved to Pittsburgh as a magazine ed- 
itor and newspaper writer. She then became a high 
school teacher, using summer vacations to concen- 
trate on fiction. In 1905, she published her first col- 
lection of short stories, The Troll Garden. 


In 1906, Cather was hired to edit McClure’s, a 
leading muckraking magazine, and moved to New 
York City. Her older literary friend Sarah Orne Jew- 
ett advised her to “find your own quiet centre of 
life, and write from that to the world.” Nevertheless 
she found it difficult to give up a position as a highly 
successful woman editor during a time when jour- 
nalism was almost wholly dominated by men, and 
did not quit her position for three years. In 1912, on 
a visit to her family in Red Cloud, she stood on the 
edge of a wheat field and watched her first harvest 
in years. By then, she was emotionally ready to use 
her youthful memories of Nebraska. From this ex- 
perience evolved O Pioneers!, the novel she pre- 
ferred to think of as her first. It is this long per- 
spective that gives Cather’s work about Nebraska a 
rich aura of nostalgia, a poignancy also found in her 
next Nebraska novel, 1918’s My Antonia. 
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Although Cather’s 1922 novel about World 
War I, One of Ours, was received with mixed crit- 
ical reviews, it was a best-seller and won Cather 
the Pulitzer Prize. She continued to write until 
physical infirmities prevented her from doing so. 
In 1945, she wrote that she had gotten much of 
what she wanted from life and had avoided the 
things she most violently had not wanted—too 
much money, noisy publicity, and the bother of 
meeting too many people. Willa Cather died from 
a massive cerebral hemorrhage on April 24, 1947. 


Plot Summary . 


Introduction 

Willa Cather’s My Antonia begins in the voice 
of an unnamed narrator who “introduces” not only 
the novel but also Jim Burden, whose first-person 
narration begins with chapter one. When these two 
“old friends” meet on a train crossing the plains of 
Iowa, they reminisce together about growing up in 
a small town on the Nebraska prairie, “buried in 
wheat and corn, under stimulating extremes of cli- 
mate.” Both have long since moved away from the 
prairie to New York, but their recollections of 
childhood remain sharp, especially their memories 
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of one “central figure,” the “Bohemian girl” named 
Antonia. “To speak her name,” the narrator writes, 
“was to call up pictures of people and places, to set 
a quiet drama going in one’s brain.” The narrator 
challenges Jim to write down all that he can re- 
member of Ántonia, and the manuscript that he cre- 
ates he calls, “My Ántonia.” 


Book I: The Shimerdas 

Jim Burden’s story begins with a journey, af- 
ter the death of his parents, to the home of his 
grandparents in Black Hawk, Nebraska. Jim learns 
from the train conductor that a family in the “im- 
migrant car” are traveling to the same town. In the 
station he hears, for the first time, the sounds of “a 
foreign tongue.” At the station Jim and his travel- 
ing companion, Jake Marpole, are picked up by his 
grandfather’s hired man, Otto Fuchs. Riding in the 
back of a wagon through the broad prairie land, a 
land that seems to be “outside man’s jurisdiction,” 
Jim feels “erased, blotted out,” separated from even 
the spirits of his deceased parents. 


Jim is soon comfortably settled in his grand- 
parents’ home and he begins to explore the strange 
environment of waving red grass that surrounds 
him there. After the family meets their “new Bo- 
hemian neighbors,” the Shimerdas, Jim quickly be- 
comes Antonia Shimerda’s friend and language tu- 
tor. But he is less comfortable with the other 
Shimerdas, especially Antonia’s angry and arro- 
gant brother, Ambrosch, and her jealous, deceitful 
mother. In spite of frequent tensions between the 
Burdens and the Shimerdas, Jim and Antonia be- 
come close companions while exploring the coun- 
tryside together. Antonia’s respect for the younger 
Jim grows after he kills an enormous rattlesnake; 
Jim’s understanding of what Antonia left behind in 
Bohemia deepens when they revive a dying cricket 
that reminds her of her Bohemian childhood. 


Memories of life in the “old country” also af- 
flict the Russians, Pavel and Peter, as well as Mr. 
Shimerda. Pavel and Peter are haunted by the ac- 
tions of their past: Pavel dies soon after he unbur- 
dens his mind to Mr. Shimerda about throwing a 
bride and groom from their wedding sleigh to a 
pack of wolves. For Mr. Shimerda, leaving his for- 
mer life in Bohemia takes the spirit out of him; 
when Jim first sees him, he thinks his face looks 
“like ashes—like something from which all the 
warmth and light had died out.” Although Mr. 
Shimerda pleads with Jim to teach Antonia Eng- 
lish, so that she might adjust to life in a new place, 
he never finds happiness or contentment in Amer- 
ica and finally kills himself. After his death, Jim 


imagines Mr. Shimerda’s spirit traveling across the 
prairie once more, all the way to Baltimore, then 
over “the great wintry ocean” and back to his home- 
land. 


After the local Norwegian church refuses to al- 
low the burial of Mr. Shimerda in their graveyard, 
a grave is dug, at the demand of Mrs. Shimerda, 
directly on the corner of their property. She be- 
lieves the spot will be a crossroads some day. Her 
insistence on this Bohemian custom is granted, but 
Mr. Burden remarks, “If she thinks she will live to 
see the people of this country ride over that old 
man’s head, she is mistaken.” The strongly Protes- 
tant Mr. Burden disapproves of the Catholic ritu- 
als of the Shimerdas and of a new Bohemian home- 
steader, Anton Jelinek. Nevertheless, he respects 
the strength of their faith, and he offers a moving 
prayer at Mr. Shimerda’s graveside. Jim begins at- 
tending the country school and asks Antonia to do 
so with him, but she refuses because of her in- 
creased responsibilities on the farm. Although she 
admired her father’s learning, she also takes pride 
in her strength and ability on the farm and in help- 
ing to “make this land one good farm.” Finally, 
when Jim asks her why she is working so hard and 
emulating her brother Ambrosch, Antonia re- 
sponds, “Things will be easy for you. But they will 
be hard for us.” 


Book II: The Hired Girls 


Three years after Jim’s arrival, his grandfather 
moves the family from the farm into Black Hawk, 
and they quickly come to feel “like town people.” 
Jim’s grandmother convinces the family next door, 
the Harlings, to hire Antonia as a live-in cook. In 
town, Antonia renews her friendship with Jim and 
begins to socialize with the other “hired girls,” es- 
pecially Lena Lingard and Tiny Soderball. To Jim 
and to the girls, town life offers more interesting 
diversions than farm life. This includes a visit by 
a negro piano player, Blind d’Arnault, and the 
dance pavilion set up by traveling dance instruc- 
tors. Antonia’s enthusiasm for dancing leads Mr. 
Harling to accuse her of earning ‘a reputation for 
being free and easy.” He demands that she stop at- 
tending dances or find new employment. Antonia 
refuses to yield to his demand and leaves the Har- 
lings to work for Wick Cutter, a disreputable 
money-lender who was “notoriously dissolute with 
women.” When Jim’s grandmother suspects that 
Cutter will assault Antonia, Jim takes her place for 
one night and is savagely attacked by Cutter. Jim 
grows increasingly restless in Black Hawk, be- 
coming contemptuous of the narrow, small-minded 
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ways of the townsfolk. After graduating from high 
school and exhausting the limited possibilities for 
diversion in the town, Jim resolves to study through 
the summer so that he can leave for college as soon 
as possible. 


Book III: Lena Lingard 

At the university, Jim is introduced to “the 
world of ideas” by his professor and advisor, Gas- 
ton Cleric. Lena Lingard, who has set up a dress- 
making shop in Lincoln, visits Jim one night and 
the two quickly renew their friendship. Jim’s at- 
traction to Lena grows as they attend the theater 
and spend more time together. But at the urging of 
Gaston Cleric he resolves to leave Lincoln for Har- 
vard to continue his education. Before he informs 
Lena of his decision, she tells him that she never 
wishes to marry, stating that she has experienced 
enough of the trials of “family life” to last her a 
lifetime. 


Book IV: The Pioneer Woman’s Story 

Returning to Black Hawk for a summer before 
entering law school, Jim seeks out information 
about Antonia, who has returned to her family af- 
ter being deserted, with child, by her fiance, Larry 
Donovan. Jim reflects on the unexpected success 
of the other “hired girls,” Lena and Tiny Soderball, 
and he feels “bitterly disappointed” in Antonia for 
“becoming an object of pity.” Jim visits the Widow 
Steavens, who lives on the Burden’s old farm, and 
she recounts Antonia’s sad story. Finally, Jim vis- 
its Antonia herself, who is working in the fields 
once again. They express their deep feelings of at- 
tachment to each other, and Jim leaves with a 
promise to return. 


Book V: Cuzak’s Boys 
Jim fulfills his promise after twenty years, fi- 

nally returning to visit Antonia in spite of his fears 
of finding her “aged and broken.” He finds her aged 
but not broken, instead glowing with the “fire of 
life,” delighted with her husband and happy chil- 
dren, and proud of their productive farm. Jim takes 
pleasure in watching Antonia interact with her chil- 
dren, “conscious of a kind of physical harmony” 
around her, and he recognizes the powerful place 
that Antonia holds in his own mind. 

Antonia had always been one to leave images in the 

mind that did not fade—that grew stronger with time. 

In my memory there was a succession of such pic- 

tures, fixed there like the old woodcuts of one’s first 

primer: Antonia kicking her bare legs against the 

sides of my pony when we came home in triumph 

with our snake; Antonia in her black shawl and fur 
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cap, as she stood by her father’s grave in the snow- 
storm; Antonia coming in with her work-team along 
the evening sky-line. She lent herself to immemorial 
human attitudes which we recognize by instinct as 
universal and true.... [S]he still had that something 
which fires the imagination, could still stop one’s 
breath for a moment by a look or gesture that some- 
how revealed the meaning in common things. She 
had only to stand in the orchard, to put her hand on 
a little crab tree and look up at the apples, to make 
you feel the goodness of planting and tending and 
harvesting at last.... 


It was no wonder that her sons stood tall and straight. 
She was a rich mine of life, like the founders of early 
Taces. 

After leaving Antonia and her family with a 
promise that he will return, Jim stands on the “old 
road” outside of Black Hawk that he and Antonia 
had traveled as children, now confident that this 
“road of Destiny ... was to bring us together again.” 


Characters 


Mrs. Emmaline Burden 

Jim’s sturdy grandmother runs an orderly, 
proper household, a counterpoint to the Shimerda’s 
animal-like cave. Awareness of differences makes 
her generally tolerant and concerned. The narrow 
attitudes of the Norwegians who won’t let Mr. 
Shimerda be buried in their cemetery offend her: 
“If these foreigners are so clannish, Mr. Bushy, 
we’ll have to have an American graveyard that will 
be more liberal-minded.” But she has her own bi- 
ases. She is contemptuous of Mrs. Shimerda’s gift 
of dried mushrooms, declaring “I shouldn’t want to 
eat anything that had been shut up for months with 
old clothes and goose pillows.” And she is con- 
ventional too. She worries that people will say she 
hasn’t brought Jim up correctly because he dances 
with the country girls. And when he is at school, 
she informs him only of those friends she approves 
of. She does not let him know that Lena Lingard 
is in Lincoln. 


Grandmother Burden 
See Mrs. Emmaline Burden 


Grandfather Burden 
See Mr. Burden 


Jim Burden 


As narrator, Jim Burden is Cather’s persona— 
that is, he serves as a stand-in for the author. He 
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Adaptations § 





° My Antonia was adapted for television in 1994 
by Victoria Riskin and David W. Finteis, Fast 
Track Films, Inc., Wilshire Productions, and is 
distributed by Paramount Home Video. It stars 
Neil Patrick Harris, as Jim Burden, Jason Ro- 
bards Jr. and Eva Marie Saint as Jim’s grand- 
parents, and Elina Lowensohn as Antonia. The 
film was directed by Joseph Sargent. 


* Charles Jones adapted My Antonia for the stage. 
The work was published by Samuel French in 
1994, 


e Sound recordings of My Antonia are available 
from Bookcassette Sales, Brilliance Corp., and 
Blackstone Audio Books. 


comes to Nebraska at about the same age and time 
that Cather moved west with her family; he lives 
on a farm for a time with his grandparents just as 
Cather did; and Jim’s neighbors, the Shimerdas, 
may have been inspired by the Cathers’ Bohemian 
neighbors, the Sadileks. As an adult, Jim Burden 
returns to Nebraska just as Cather returned to Red 
Cloud and visited her friend Annie Sadilek, who 
was then surrounded by a large brood of children 
and happily married to a Czech farmer (Cuzak in 
the novel). 


Jim is not merely Cather’s voice. He is a full- 
bodied character with a nature and point of view 
of his own. Although sensitive, dreamy, and some- 
what alienated, he is also conventional, a product 
of his own social class and family aspirations. But 
it is not simply class attitudes that keep a wedge 
between him and Antonia. He is at turns intrigued 
by Antonia’s will-power and vitality and disgusted 
by her strongheadedness and outspoken nature. 
People talk about him, that there is something 
strange about his lack of interest in girls of his own 
age and class and his lively relationships with the 
hired girls, the daughters of immigrants. Yet, once 
scolded by his grandmother, he stops socializing 
with them at the dances. While attending college 


in Lincoln, he starts a relationship with Lena Lin- 
gard. Yet he accepts her declaration that she will 
never marry and he eventually marries someone 
else. Returning to Black Hawk, he learns of Anto- 
nia’s betrayal by Larry Donovan. Bothered that she 
apparently threw herself away so cheaply, he is also 
aware how much she means to him. Again, he goes 
away. This time he does not see her for another 
twenty years. By then, seeing Antonia in the midst 
of her large family, Jim realizes the sterility of his 
own life and marriage and the vitality that is sym- 
bolized by Antonia. However, despite his admira- 
tion for and familiarity with Antonia, he cannot 
come any closer to her than as a sympathetic ob- 
server. 


Mr. Burden 

Grandfather Burden is reserved, dignified, but 
occasionally outspoken. Religious and broad- 
minded, he accepts that “The prayers of all good 
people are good.” Grandfather does not join the 
feud between his hired men and the Shimerdas and 
continues to help Ambrosch and Ántonia with ad- 
vice and materials. 


Gaston Cleric 


Jim’s Latin teacher in Lincoln awakens his 
mind and makes the classics come alive for him. 
Jim believes that Cleric “narrowly missed being a 
great poet,” but spends all his creative energy in 
his lectures. It is on his account that Jim goes to 
Harvard. 


Curly Peter 
See Peter 


Wick Cutter 


The Black Hawk money lender fleeces Russ- 
ian Peter and many others. He talks of his religious 
nature and contributions to Protestant churches, yet 
is known as a gambler and womanizer. His crafty 
plot to assault Ántonia, who comes to work for him 
and his wife, is thwarted by Mrs. Burden and Jim. 


Wycliffe Cutter 
See Wick Cutter 


Anton Cuzak 

Ántonia’s husband had made several bad de- 
cisions in his youth in Vienna and in America. He 
finally comes to Black Hawk to visit his cousin, 
Anton Jelinek. When he meets Antonia, he finds 
exactly the kind of girl he had always wanted. Lena 
thinks he is the perfect partner for Antonia: “He 
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isn’t a hustler, but a rough man would never have 
suited Tony.” Anton also loves his children and has 
an artistic sense; he is very fond of music, just as 
Antonia’s father was. 


Antonia Cuzak 
See Antonia Shimerda 


Blind Samson d’Arnault 

Blind d’Arnault, a Negro musician, comes to 
Black Hawk. He was born in the South, “where the 
spirit if not the fact of slavery persisted,” but was 
given encouragement by his white mistress after his 
incredible musical talent was discovered. His mu- 
sic brings excitement to Jim’s life and contrasts to 
the dull Nebraska winter. Jim thinks when d’ Ar- 
nault plays he looks like an “African god of plea- 
sure.” 


Otto Fuchs 

Otto, the Burden’s hired hand, is an Austrian 
immigrant who has been a cowboy, a stage-driver, 
a bartender, and a miner. He impresses Jim with 
his Jesse James-look and regales him with stories 
of outlaws and desperadoes. Like Jake, he is a hard 
worker with nothing to show for it. When the Bur- 
dens move to town, Otto goes out West in search 
of his fortune and, except for one letter, is not heard 
from again. 


Mrs. Molly Gardener 

Owner of Black Hawk’s hotel, Mrs. Gardener 
is the best-dressed woman in town but “seemed in- 
different to her possessions,” as Jim says. Never- 
theless, she is cold and rare is the guest who is 
given the privilege of speaking with her. She runs 
the business while her mild-mannered husband 
greets guests. It is while she is out of town that 
there is an impromptu dance at the hotel with Blind 
d’ Arnault playing. 


Charley Harling 

The only Harling son, older than Jim by two 
years, Charley is indulged and is a favorite of Án- 
tonia, a fact that makes Jim jealous. He goes to An- 
napolis and serves on a battleship. 


Mr. Christian Harling 

A grain merchant and cattle-buyer who lives 
next door to the Burdens in Black Hawk, Mr. Har- 
ling is autocratic and imperial. His reputation as the 
town’s leading businessman helps persuade Am- 
brosch to allow Ántonia to work for the family. 
When he catches a boy trying to kiss Ántonia, he 
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has Mrs. Harling issue an ultimatum that she must 
quit the dances or leave the Harling’s house. 


Frances Harling 

The oldest Harling daughter, Frances helps her 
father in his business, is familiar with all the farm 
people, and has a keen eye for both business and 
people. As Jim’s friend she tells him, “I expect I 
know the country girls better than you do. You al- 
ways put a kind of glamour over them. The trou- 
ble with you, Jim, is that you’re a romantic.” 


Mrs. Harling 

The town neighbor of the Burdens, Mrs. Har- 
ling is encouraged to hire Antonia. Jim describes a 
basic harmony between the two; despite their dif- 
ferent backgrounds, they are both strong-willed, 
loving, down-to-earth women. Ántonia flourishes 
at the Burdens and learns how to run a household 
and to be a good mother. Mrs. Harling is very hurt 
when Ántonia chooses to leave the Harling family 
in order to keep attending the Saturday night 
dances. However, she does not try to change the 
mind of either her husband or Ántonia, and even- 
tually forgives her. As Jim Burden describes her, 
she is “quick to anger, quick to laughter, and jolly 
from the depths of her soul.” 


Anton Jelinek 

A young Bohemian settler, Jelinek comes to 
help his fellow countrymen after Mr. Shimerda’s 
death. “Everything about him was warm and spon- 
taneous,” Jim says, and he impresses the Burdens 
with a tale of religious faith from his youth. It is 
his cousin, Anton Cusak, who comes to Black 
Hawk and marries the disgraced Ántonia. 


Peter Krajiek 

The first Bohemian settler in Black Hawk, 
Krajiek provides land and supplies for the 
Shimerdas’ homestead—at a grossly inflated price. 
Krajiek takes advantage of the family in every way 
he can, even though he is distantly related to Mrs. 
Shimerda. After Mr. Shimerda’s suicide, Krajiek 
“behaved like a guilty man,” and Jim believes he 
may feel some remorse in addition to his fear. 


Lena Lingard 

Norwegian-born Lena is one of the “hired 
girls,” immigrant daughters who work in Black 
Hawk to earn money for their farm families. Out- 
going and pretty, she is both a friend and rival of 
Ántonia’s. While working in Lincoln as a dress- 
maker, she diverts Jim from his college studies. Al- 
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though his relationship with her matures him, he 
returns East to attend Harvard. Never married, Lena 
is a flirt who gives her heart away but keeps her 
head for business. Her experiences helping her 
mother run the household as a child have decided 
her against marriage: “T ve seen a good deal of mar- 
ried life, and I don’t care for it.” She becomes a 
successful dressmaker and even as an older woman 
remains stylish. It is Lena who persuades Jim to 
visit Ántonia after twenty years. 


Sylvester Lovett 

Sylvester, a cashier at his father’s bank, also 
prefers the Saturday night dances with the hired 
girls. He was especially crazy about Lena. Jim says, 
“Tn my ingenuousness I hoped that Sylvester would 
marry Lena, and thus give all the country girls a 
better position in town.” When he marries a re- 
spectable widow instead, Jim is contemptuous of 
him. 


Jake Marpole 

Jake is the farmhand who accompanies Jim on 
his train ride from Virginia to Nebraska. An illit- 
erate and provincial “mountain boy,” he thinks for- 
eigners spread diseases. Lured by Otto’s tales of 
western wealth, Jake thinks a silver mine is wait- 
ing for him in Colorado. When the Burdens move 
to town, he follows his dream there. Otto’s letter 
from the Yankee Girl Mine tells that Jake has re- 
cuperated from mountain fever, but when Jim 
writes back, the letter is returned unclaimed. 


Pavel 


Sickly and sad, Pavel’s “generally excited and 
rebellious manner” supports rumors that he was 
once an anarchist. On his death bed, Pavel tells Mr. 
Shimerda about a crime he committed in his youth. 
In Russia, he had saved his own life by throwing 
his friends, a new bride and groom, from a sleigh 
to hungry wolves that chased them. This led him 
and Peter to come to America. Shortly after this 
confession, Pavel dies from a strain brought on by 
hard labor. 


Peter 

One of the two Russian men whose farm Mr. 
Shimerda visits. Short, curly-haired, bow-legged, 
and as “fat as butter,” he is friendly and shares his 
milk and garden produce with the Shimerdas. He 
loves his new country, where anyone who can care 
for a cow can own one—not just rich men. He is 
deeply in debt to Wick Cutter, and shortly after his 
friend Pavel’s death, must sell his farm to pay his 


202 


mortgage. Peter ends up leaving America to work 
as a railway cook. 


Rooshian Peter 
See Peter 


Russian Peter 
See Peter 


Ambrosch Shimerda 

The oldest of the four Shimerda children, Am- 
brosch is ambitious and hardworking. He works 
Antonia hard and sometimes rents her out to other 
farmers. When she goes to work for the Harlings, 
Ambrosch tries to get her entire salary sent to him. 
Although he is not a generous man, he is deeply 
concerned for his father and spends money on 
masses for him. One of Antonia’s sons is named 
after her brother Ambrosch. 


Antonia Shimerda 

Antonia is fourteen when she first meets Jim 
and gives him a ring. Her warmth and impulsive- 
ness are immediately evident, the very characteris- 
tics that both intrigue and frighten Jim. She is both 
a realist and a loyalist, who makes excuses for her 
mother’s behavior but does not complain about her. 
Her father wants to develop her loftier side: “Te- 
e-ach, te-e-ach my An-tonia!” he tells Mrs. Bur- 
den. But his suicide puts an end to such refined as- 
pirations. Antonia’s hardy side is developed 
instead. She works in the fields, proud to be com- 
peting with men. Her physicality makes her great; 
she belongs to the earth. At the end of Book One, 
Antonia corrects Jim’s blindness to their difference 
in circumstance: “Tf I live here, like you, that is dif- 
ferent. Things will be easy for you. But they will 
be hard for us.” 


Hired out to the Harlings, she learns how 
things are done in a well-ordered American home, 
things her own overwhelmed and disappointed 
mother could not have taught her. A basic harmony 
exists between Antonia and Mrs. Harling: they have 
strong, independent natures, and they know what 
they like. They both love children, animals, and 
music, as well as rough play and digging in the 
earth. As Jim says “Deep down in each of them 
there was a kind of hearty joviality, a relish of life, 
not over-delicate, but very invigorating.” But Án- 
tonia is young, high-tempered, and stubborn. When 
she has to choose between her work at the Harlings 
and dancing, she chooses dancing. “A girl like me 
has got to take her good times when she can. Maybe 
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there won’t be any tent next year. I guess I want to 
have my fling, like the other girls.” 


Pregnant, Antonia is abandoned at the altar by 
the worthless Larry Donovan. Decades later, when 
Jim returns for a visit, he finds her the mother of a 
large, loving, demonstrative family. Falling asleep 
in the barn, he thinks, “Antonia had always been 
one to leave images in the mind that did not 
fade.... She lent herself to immemorial human at- 
titudes which we recognize by instinct as univer- 
sal and true.... She was a battered woman now, not 
a lovely girl; but she still had that something which 
fires the imagination.... All the strong things of her 
heart came out in her body.... She was a rich mine 
of life, like the founders of early races.” 


Mr. Shimerda 


Mr. Shimerda, with his iron-grey hair, well- 
shaped hands, and silk neck cloth, has a genteel, 
dignified bearing, a shadow from a different world. 
He was a musician, older and of higher social rank 
than his wife, whom he married honorably. Mr. 
Shimerda would have preferred to remain in Bo- 
hemia, where he made a good living and was well- 
respected, but his wife insisted the family move to 
America, where opportunity is greater. After Mr. 
Shimerda dies, Jim imagines his spirit travelling 
back to his much-loved homeland. While Mrs. 
Shimerda favors Ambrosch, Mr. Shimerda feels 
closest to Antonia. Considerate and well-groomed 
even in his suicide, Mr. Shimerda’s memory is 
cherished by both Antonia and Jim throughout their 
lives. 


Mrs. Shimerda 


When we first meet Antonia’s mother, she is 
hugging her trunk “as if it were a baby.” Posses- 
sions are dear to her and she bears the deprivations 
of immigrant life poorly. “A conceited, boastful old 
thing,” as Jim calls her, is not even humbled by 
misfortune; nevertheless she is capable of gratitude. 
She gives Mrs. Burden mushrooms, a hoarded trea- 
sure brought from Bohemia; but poignantly, what 
she values has no worth at all to Americans. Typ- 
ically, when Mrs. Shimerda almost washes Anto- 
nia’s baby with harsh soap, we don’t know whether 
to attribute her action to ignorance, to disregard, or 
even to hostility. It is as Mrs. Burden says, “A body 
never knows what traits poverty might bring out in 
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Tony Shimerda 


See Antonia Shimerda 
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Tiny Soderball 

Another hired girl, Tiny works at the Boys’ 
Home Hotel in Black Hawk. She starts a lodging- 
house in Seattle and later helps found Dawson City 
during the gold rush in Alaska. After a Swede 
whom she had befriended died and left his claim 
to her, she returned a rich woman to San Francisco. 
But by then, Tiny had lost the ability to be inter- 
ested in anything. 


Mrs. Vanni 

Along with her husband, Mrs. Vanni brings 
the trends and style of the world to Black Hawk. 
The excitement generated in their dance pavilion 
affects all the groups in town: the town ladies send 
their daughters to Mrs. Vanni’s dancing classes, 
while the country girls and boys and working men 
enjoy the nightly dances. The Progressive Euchre 
Club arranges exclusive use of the tent on Tues- 
day and Friday nights but Jim prefers Saturday 
nights, when the country boys and girls joined the 
hired girls. 


Themes 


Change and Transformation 

Willa Cather’s straightforward story of Anto- 
nia Shimerda, a Bohemian immigrant to Nebraska, 
parallels the change in the lives of the two princi- 
pal characters with the transformation of the Great 
Plains. Antonia is fourteen when we first see her; 
Jim Burden ten. Both have been wrenched from 
their origins, Antonia from her native Bohemia, Jim 
from his parents’ home in Virginia. She is an im- 
migrant. He is an orphan. It is no surprise we en- 
counter them first in motion on a train. They are 
carried through an empty land. “There seemed to 
be nothing to see; no fences, no creeks or trees, no 
hills or fields.... There was nothing but land: not a 
country at all, but the material out of which coun- 
tries are made.” That first ride is in sharp contrast 
with Jim’s train crossing as an adult, when the 
“train flashed through never-ending miles of ripe 
wheat, by country towns and bright-flowered pas- 
tures and oak groves wilting in the sun.” Antonia 
has become the mother of a large family, and Jim 
is a successful Eastern lawyer, childless and un- 
happily married. Jim takes a long walk out of Black 
Hawk: “I had the good luck to stumble upon a bit 
of the first road.... Everywhere else it had been 
ploughed under when the highways were surveyed; 
this half-mile or so within the pasture fence was all 
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Topics for 
Further 
Study 


e Explore the religious, social, and national back- 
ground of the various waves of European im- 
migration to the Great Plains and how these fac- 
tors affected their assimilation into “American” 
society. 


e Track the correlation between changing eco- 
nomic conditions and the changing American at- 
titude toward immigration. 


* Consider how much of Mrs. Shimerda’s greed 
and false pride is a product of her own psycho- 
logical nature or of the circumstances we find 
her in. 


* Consider reasons why Willa Cather chose a male 
narrator and why women dominate the novel. 


e Compare Willa Cather’s writing style to that of 
Herman Melville, that of Ernest Hemingway, or 
that of Virginia Woolf. 


* Create two differing interpretations of My Án- 
tonia, one depending on Jim Burden as its cen- 
ter and one with Antonia Shimerda at its center. 


that was left of that old road which used to run like 
a wild thing across the open prairie.... This was the 
road which Antonia and I came on that night when 
we got off the train at Black Hawk and were bed- 
ded down in the straw, wondering children, being 
taken we knew not whither.” 


American Dream 

The novel is populated predominantly by im- 
migrants and the successes and failures of the 
American Dream are manifest. What drove people 
to make the long haul across oceans and then across 
the continent? Some came because they were am- 
bitious. Mrs. Shimerda uprooted her family against 
her husband’s wishes. She said, “America big 
country, much money, much land for my boys, 
much husband for my girls.” Anton Cuzak seems 
to have drifted to Nebraska to keep away from the 
bad luck and trouble he seemed to have attracted 
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in the past. Pavel and Peter were fugitives. The bur- 
geoning country and economy provided many op- 
portunities. The immigrant farmers hire out their 
daughters to the townspeople. Anton Jelinek rented 
his homestead and ran a saloon in town. Tiny 
Soderball follows the frontier to Seattle and then, 
during the gold rush, to Alaska. The Vannis take 
their musical talents and dancing tent on the road. 
And, as always, swindlers and loan sharks, like 
Wick Cutter, preyed on the weak. The immigrants 
pay an enormous price for these opportunities. The 
differences in language, occupation, and geography 
created hardships. “‘It must have been a trial for 
our mothers,’ said Lena, ‘coming out here and hav- 
ing to do everything different. My mother always 
lived in town. She says she started behind in farm- 
work, and never has caught up.’” There is loss of 
social status. Even Jim, who prefers the hired girls, 
is aware they are not of his own set. Marriage to 
Lena or Antonia is not even a consideration. And 
for many, there is homesickness. Antonia says “I 
ain’t never forgot my own country.” For some the 
price seems materially worth it. Lena is a success- 
ful dressmaker in San Francisco. Tiny owns a house 
there and is wealthy, although soured. Antonia and 
her husband flourish. For all the successes, the 
novel is riddled with disappointments and failures. 
Otto and Jake go west, and except for one postcard, 
they are never heard of again. “Rooshian” Peter, 
who proudly told Antonia that “in his country only 
rich people had cows, but here any man could have 
one who would take care of her,” loses his brother 
and bankruptcy forces him to sell his possessions. 
When Jim tells Antonia that Coronado, who 
searched the American west for the Seven Golden 
Cities, died in the wilderness of a broken heart, she 
sighs, “More than him has done that.” The Amer- 
ican Dream had also broken her father. 


Difference 


It is through the eyes of Jim Burden, an or- 
phan and thus something of an outsider himself, 
that Willa Cather considers differences of class, 
nationality, and gender. Even before young Jim ar- 
rives in Nebraska, he is met with prejudice against 
foreigners. Jake thinks that foreigners spread dis- 
eases. But Cather makes it clear that prejudice was 
not invented in America. Otto tells Mrs. Burden, 
“Bohemians has a natural distrust of Austrians.” 
And Norwegian Lena feels fated by the Lapp blood 
of her paternal grandmother. “I guess that’s what’s 
the matter with me; they say Lapp blood will out.” 
Throughout the novel, Jim himself is a perpetrator 
of pervading prejudices and conventions. As a boy, 
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he is indignant that Antonia, a girl, should have a 
superior attitude toward him. After his success in 
killing a snake wins her admiration, he cannot help 
insulting her, “What did you jabber Bohunk for?” 
My Antonia is not simply a study in human dif- 
ference but in the destiny that binds us into the hu- 
man condition. Stargazing with Antonia, Jim 
muses, “Though we had come from such different 
parts of the world, in both of us there was some 
dusky superstition that those shining groups have 
their influences upon what is and what is not to 
be.” 


Coming of Age 


My Antonia is a bildungsroman, or coming-of- 
age story, that traces Jim Burden’s development 
from the age of ten. It begins when he is orphaned 
and newly transplanted to his grandparents’ farm 
in Nebraska, where he first feels erased and biot- 
ted out. His escape into romanticism first takes the 
form of a young boy’s fascination with outlaws, 
such as Jesse James, and lost adventurers, such as 
the Swiss Family Robinson. As an adolescent, he 
remains estranged although conventional. Bored by 
the sameness of his small, pioneer town, he is in- 
trigued by the romantic foreignness of the hired 
girls, girls he will never marry, and he keeps away 
from girls that would be suitable for him. As an 
adult, he remains virtually without a real home. His 
marriage is childless; he and his wife live almost 
separate lives, his being a life of travel on the rail- 
way through the land that he loves. 


Memory and Reminiscence 


The novel has a rich aura of nostalgia and 
evokes a departed grandeur of a vast land that had 
once been a sea of red grass in motion. There is a 
sense of longing and homesickness that accompa- 
nies the characters as they move on in their lives. 
Antonia misses the flowers and the woodland path- 
ways of her homeland. Life-hardened Otto carries 
Christmas-tree ornaments from Austria in his trunk. 
The age-old prejudices that have been brought from 
Europe are familiar relics and, being so, are hard 
to relinquish. Antonia’s big box of pictures seems 
to be a container of this past, a past she has man- 
aged to pass on to her children. “Antonia herself 
had always been one to leave images in the mind 
that did not fade—that grew stronger with time.” 
Jim has his own stores of pictures in his mind’s 
memory. And he consoles himself by saying, 
“Whatever we had missed, we possessed together 
the precious, the incommunicable past.” 
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Point of View 

My Antonia is at once the story of Antonia 
Shimerda, a Bohemian immigrant to the Great 
Plains in the 1880s, and the story of Jim Burden, 
the narrator who creates his own image of Anto- 
nia. As Jim’s memoirs, the novel is the re-creation 
of a middle-aged lawyer whose failed marriage 
leaves him unloved and alone. His childhood in Ne- 
braska becomes, in retrospect, the happiest time of 
his life, the period of potential and expectancy be- 
fore the disappointments of adulthood. The rose- 
color cast and purple rhapsodies are products of this 
sentimental and romantic look backward. Ironi- 
cally, despite the revisionist representation, it is 
clear that even as a child Jim is already alienated, 
different, orphaned. This use of a male narrator is 
typical in Cather’s writing and has attracted much 
critical attention. It may account for Jim’s inabil- 
ity to make Antonia his girlfriend or wife, even 
though he clearly loves her. My Antonia is also 
Willa Cather’s story of children discovering the 
beauties and terrors of a vast new country and of 
themselves. While Antonia emerges as an equally 
strong character, she is observed only from the out- 
side. As Cather told a friend, she wanted her hero- 
ine to be “like a rare object in the middle of a table, 
which one may examine from all sides ... because 
she is the story.” 


Setting 

Deeply rooted in a sense of time and place, 
Cather evokes the shaggy virgin prairie around 
Red Cloud, Nebraska. During the late nineteenth 
century, immigrants helped populate this new land. 
The novel has been said to be a tapestry in the col- 
ors of the land that Cather describes for us. Time 
is measured by the seasons that appear in distinct 
colors; the sunflower-border roads to the pale-yel- 
low cornfields of summer or the slimy green of 
frozen asparagus, the frail green of the half-frozen 
insect, and the rosy haystacks of autumn. In a 
sense. Cather’s work is a metaphor for the Amer- 
ican pioneer experience and the prairie, the land 
itself, is a force as important to the novel as its 
characters. 


Structure 

My Antonia is not a tightly plotted novel. In- 
stead, it is told in a loose but focused episodic fash- 
ion. Like a painting with a small, almost inciden- 
tal window that reveals an open landscape or a 
distant city, this collection of memories is inter- 
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Illustration by W. T. Benda, from My Antonia. 


rupted at rare moments with stories from another 
time, from another life. The wretched past of Pe- 
ter and Pavel and the humble and miraculous past 
of Blind d’ Arnault are two such windows that open 
up this painting of the American Great Plains dur- 
ing the period of immigration. For those critics who 
believe that Antonia is the center of the novel, these 
interruptions in the story are problematic—as is the 
long section about Jim’s life in Lincoln and his af- 
fair with Lena Lingard. 


Style 

Cather’s superb prose style is disarmingly 
clear and simple, relying on a straightforward nar- 
ration of facts. Yet it is also subtle, using carefully 
selected images to create a rich portrayal of the 
prairie environment. She worked consciously to 
achieve this effect through the selection of which 
details to include and which to leave out. She also 
heaped up incidents to achieve a realistic portrayal 
of life, known as verisimilitude. Cather described 
this prose style as “unfurnished” in an essay enti- 
tled “The Novel Demeuble.” She compared it to 
throwing all the furniture out of a room and leav- 
ing it as bare as the stage of a Greek theater. To 
accomplish this, she eliminated many adverbs, used 
strong verbs, and many figures of speech. 
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Imagery 

Cather’s sparse but allusive style relies on the 
quality and depth of her images. She consciously 
used the land, its colors, seasons, and changes to 
suggest emotions and moods. Summer stands for 
life (Antonia can’t imagine who would want to die 
during the summer) and winter for death (Mr. 
Shimerda commits suicide during the winter). An- 
imals are used as symbols of the struggle for sur- 
vival experienced by the Shimerdas during their 
first winter. The essential grotesque image of the 
cost of this struggle is that of Mr. Shimerda’s 
corpse frozen in his blood, his coat and neckcloth 
and boots removed and carefully laid by for the sur- 
vivors. At the end of the novel, Cather uses ani- 
malistic images as symbols of fertility and abun- 
dance. Antonia’s children come up out of the 
well-stocked larder like “a veritable explosion of 
life out of the dark cave into the sunlight.” One im- 
age has become almost emblematic of the novel. A 
plough, magnified through the distance, “heroic in 
size, a picture writing on the sun,” freezes the mo- 
ment when Jim picnics for the last time with his 
childhood friends. The vision disappears, the sun 
sets, and “that forgotten plough had sunk back to 
its own littleness somewhere on the prairie.” 


Realism 

Jim Burden gives voice to a romanticism, or 
overly sentimental or positive outlook, that Cather 
was not quite distant from. The homesteading Ger- 
man, Danish, Bohemian, and Scandinavian settlers 
were the embodiment of a cultural tradition she 
cherished. However, the novel is saved from sen- 
timentality by the evocative depiction of the harsh 
realities of pioneer and immigrant life and the com- 
plexity of the characters, who are rarely, if ever, 
only sympathetic or only despicable. 


Historical Context 





Immigration 

Up until 1825, less than 10,000 new immi- 
grants came to the United States each year. By the 
late 1840s, revolutions in Europe and the devastat- 
ing potato famine in Ireland sent people to this 
country by the hundreds of thousands. Immigration 
increased steadily during the 1850s, and by 1860, 
one-eighth of America’s 32 million people were 
foreign born. While many of these immigrants set- 
tled around the mill towns of the east as well as in 
the larger urban centers, the promotional activities 
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* 1880s: The “new immigrants” who came from 
eastern and southern Europe in the 1880s are 
considered a potential threat to the “American” 
character. For the first time, in 1882, Congress 
acts to restrict immigration on a selective basis, 
although standards are not very stringent. The 
Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 puts an end to 
the importation of cheap Chinese labor which 
had caused some ugly racial riots in the West. 


Post World War I: Congress passes the Immi- 
gration Act of 1924; it institutes a quota system 
based on the U.S. population in 1920 and was 
an overt attempt to keep the country’s ethnic 
“composition” what it had been—that is, pre- 
dominantly Northern European. 


Today: The Immigration Reform and Control 
Act of 1986 gave legal status to millions of il- 
legal aliens living in the U.S. since January 1982 
and established penalties for anyone found hir- 
ing illegal aliens. Immigration preferences are 
extended due to family relationships and needed 
skills, not country of origin. In the 1990s, states 
like California attempt to pass legislation re- 
Stricting government services to legal immi- 
grants. 


My Antonia 


e 1880s: After the Civil War, the Fifteenth 
Amendment extended the right to vote to include 
black males. Women of all races remained un- 
able to vote. An active woman’s movement in 
the 1880s consolidated in 1890 into the National 
American Woman Suffrage Association. 


Post World War I:In August, 1920, the Nine- 
teenth Amendment was added to the Constitu- 
tion and stated that the “right of citizens of the 
United States to vote shall not be denied by the 
United States or any State on account of sex.” 


Today: In 1963, Betty Friedan’s book The Fem- 
inine Mystique jumpstarted a stalled women’s 
rights movement. Issues such as the right for 
equal pay, the need for child-care services, and 
the problem of gender stereotyping became the 
critical concerns on the agenda of the current 
feminist movement. 


* 1880s: The Monroe Doctrine, articulated in 
1823 by U.S. President James Monroe, held 
sway throughout the century. It represented a 
mood of isolation from the political turbulence 
of Europe as well as an increased awareness of 
the opportunities for expansion on the Ameri- 
can continent. 


of the railroads brought many immigrants straight 
past them to the prairies. The railroad companies 
even sent scouts abroad to encourage people to 
come and settle the plains and prairies. It has been 
claimed that the transcontinental railroad could not 
have been built without immigrant labor. The rail- 
road was not just crucial to economic success of 
the town and countryside: it was a powerful 
monopoly charging what it wished to ship grain to 
the market. Another flood of immigrants came in 
the 1860s and 1870s, just after the Homestead Act 
of 1862. This legislation granted, for a small fee, 
160 acres of Western public land to citizens or 
prospective citizens who would stay and settle it 
for five years. These settlers were predominantly 
from western and northern Europe. They became 
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the “old immigrants” when the numbers of “new 
immigrants” from eastern and southern Europe 
swelled in the 1880s and 1890s. 

In Willa Cather’s Nebraska, the population 
quadrupled between the Civil War and 1880, and 
then doubled again during the 1880s. Low prices 
for farm products in the late 1880s and early 1890s 
compounded by drought in the mid-1890s made 
success elusive for many on the Great Plains until 
almost the turn of the century. By the time Cather 
was writing My Antonia, immigration to the Great 
Plains had slowed. Urban immigration, however, 
continued to cause miserable situations in the cities. 
As a journalist in Pittsburgh and New York City 
and as a newspaperwoman and editor for a radical 
magazine, McClure’s, Cather was exposed to the 
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conditions in which numerous urban immigrants 
lived. She also saw the mounting fear that the ar- 
rival of cheap foreign labor was not only undesir- 
able competition but a contribution to the widen- 
ing and hardening gap between rich and poor. 
During World War I, German-Americans were def- 
initely suspect and stories of their victimization can 
be found in almost any midwestern state histories. 
Even the Czechs, who were eager to help free their 
homeland from the domination of Austria-Hun- 
gary, suffered during the war years. The country’s 
anxiety over the role immigrants were to play in 
our society did not ease, even though the “tide” of 
immigration was stemmed briefly by World War I. 


Theories of Americanization 

By the time Willa Cather was writing My An- 
tonia, reaction to the massive European immigra- 
tion of the nineteenth century had fostered two op- 
posing theories of Americanization. These models 
have come to be called the “melting pot” theory 
and the “salad bowl” theory and still define the de- 
bate on difference even today, almost a century 
later. In the 1890s Frederick Jackson Turner pop- 
ularized the image of the American West as a cru- 
cible where European immigrants would be “Amer- 
icanized, liberated, and fused into a mixed race.” 
One can read My Antonia as a tribute to this view 
and appreciate Antonia herself as “the rich mine of 
life, like the founders of early races” that produces 
the American people from the raw material that has 
been gathered on its shores. At its best, this view 
can serve as a model of assimilation. At its worst, 
it argues for a nativism, or favoring of native-born 
citizens, which is vulnerable to a fear or hatred of 
foreigners. Indeed, the American Nativists of the 
1910s and 1920s fiercely opposed the waves of im- 
migration. An alternative view of Americanization 
was articulated by philosopher Horace M. Kallen 
in an article in the Nation, circulated three years 
before My Antonia was published. Each national- 
ity should express its “emotional and voluntary life 
in its own language, in its own inevitable aesthetic 
and intellectual form,” according to Kallen. This 
idea has since been termed cultural pluralism. Carl 
Degler coined the expression “salad bowl.” 


Critical Overview 





Cather’s fourth novel, and her third to be set in the 
West, My Antonia drew attention as the work of 
an already established writer. In The Borzoi 1920, 
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H. L. Mencken enthusiastically called Cather ex- 
traordinary. “I know of no novel that makes the re- 
mote fold of the western farmlands more real than 
My Antonia and I know of none that makes them 
seem better worth knowing.” The nucleus of sub- 
sequent discussions over who is the protagonist can 
be detected in early reviews. The Nation critic de- 
clared the novel the “portrait of a woman,” as did 
other observers; however, some reviewers thought 
Antonia no more important than the physical back- 
ground of the story. Perhaps the best all-around 
contemporary estimate of My Antonia is Randolph 
Bourne’s, who recognized in it the realist’s com- 
mand of material, knowledge of the countryside, 
and understanding of its people. He praised the 
“gold charm” of its style. In his Dial review, he de- 
fined Jim’s vision as “romantic” and Antonia as the 
“imaginative center” of his memoir. Within this 
book, he claimed, Cather “has taken herself out of 
the rank of provincial writers” and given readers a 
modern, universal interpretation of the spirit of 
youth. The feeling that Cather had arrived with My 
Antonia was shared by Carl Van Doren, who, three 
years after the novel came out, distinguished her 
work from that of local colorist Sarah Orne Jewett, 
whose The Country of the Pointed Firs had been a 
major influence on Cather. However, troubled by 
the novel’s structural irregularities, or what he felt 
to be the “largely superfluous” introduction, he ad- 
monished her in a Nation article “to find the pre- 
cise form for the representation of a memorable 
character.” He added that it is not enough merely 
to free oneself “from the bondage of ‘plot.’” One 
critic compared Cather to English novelist Thomas 
Hardy in making setting epic in scope and integral 
to story. 


My Antonia remained a benchmark for Cather 
but earned her very little money. The World War 
T novel that followed, however, One of Ours (1922) 
was not only a best-seller, but also earned Cather 
the Pulitzer Prize. Ironically, the critics were not 
impressed, and some were outright derisive. Dur- 
ing the 1920s and 1930s, Cather was often criti- 
cized for retreating from the present to the roman- 
ticized past. In a 1933 English Journal article, 
Marxist critic Granville Hicks continued to praise 
My Antonia as a “faithful re-creation” of the “bleak- 
ness and cruelty” of prairie monotony and small- 
town narrowness, but condemned Cather for turn- 
ing to a remote world in Death Comes for the 
Archbishop (1927). Alfred Kazin gave faint praise 
in his 1942 study On Native Ground, saying Cather 
could “secede with dignity” from modern America 
by using nostalgia to create values. 
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The explosion of criticism that followed 
Cather’s death in 1947 was more focused on tex- 
tual problems in My Antonia and, again, the issue 
has been raised as to who is the real protagonist. 
Maxwell Geismar detected a split between the “os- 
tensible heroine, Antonia” and Lena Lingard, “who 
almost runs away with the show.” For those who 
saw Antonia as the main character, the structure of 
the book became a problem. British critic David 
Daiches, in his 1951 book-length study of Cather, 
is typical in this regard. He faults the author for oc- 
casionally losing sight of her theme, which he con- 
ceives to be the “development and self-discovery 
of the heroine.” E. K. Brown notes in his 1953 crit- 
ical biography that Cather’s strategy of having a 
male narrator fascinated with Antonia but remain- 
ing detached results in an emptiness at the novel’s 
center. Richard Giannone’s 1968 study Music in 
Willa Cather’s Fiction suggests a different center. 
Because Antonia’s joie de vivre cannot be con- 
veyed in words, it is “more a rhythm than a rea- 
son” and is expressed through music. Giannone 
puts the d’Arnault episode at the “pulsating cen- 
ter,” prepared for by musical references in the first 
book and then in the scenes at the Harlings’, and 
followed by the “infamous” dances and the play- 
ing of Mr. Shimerda’s violin at the end. John Ran- 
dall claimed in his 1960 book The Landscape and 
the Looking Glass that Cather balances two pro- 
tagonists; he sees the novel as a system of contrasts: 
head (Jim) and heart (Antonia), past (Jim) and fu- 
ture (Antonia), contemplative life (Jim) and active 
life (Antonia), town life (Jim) and country life (An- 
tonia); also, there are contrasts between life and 
death, warmth and cold, and order and chaos. Ran- 
dall also notes Jim’s significant crisis in moving 
from his original family in Virginia to his second 
one. Similarly psychological in approach, Terence 
Martin views the novel in his PMLA article in terms 
of Jim’s conflicting impulses toward Lena and An- 
tonia, between forgetfulness and remembering. He 
sees Jim as defining both theme and structure, and 
the novel as presenting his story, not Antonia’s. It 
is a drama of memory, of “how he has come to see 
Antonia as the epitome of all he has valued.” The 
tendency among recent critics of My Antonia is to 
dislodge it from its niche as a work of country-life 
optimism by exploring undercurrents of death, vi- 
olence, and sex. In a 1967 Western American Lit- 
erature article, Charles linked Jim to Mr. Shimerda 
as a Thanatos (Death) character, arguing that they 
provide a dark frame for the vibrant story of An- 
tonia’s Eros (Love) nature. However, Susan J. 
Rosowski, in her 1986 book-length study of Cather, 
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sees My Antonia as defying analysis, as “a contin- 
uously changing work” in the Wordsworthian tra- 
dition, a successful balancing of the world of ideas 
and the world of experience through imaginative 
fusion. In this interpretation Jim becomes a react- 
ing mind and Antonia is the object. 


Anthony M. Dykema-VanderArk 


In the following essay, Dykema-VanderArk, a 
doctoral candidate at Michigan State University, 
looks at how the stories of Jim Burden and Anto- 
nia intertwine throughout Cather’s novel to ad- 
dress themes of childhood, friendship, permanence, 
and the quest to find meaning in life. 


“T first heard of Antonia on what seemed to 
me an interminable journey across the great mid- 
land plain of North America.” So begins Jim Bur- 
den’s story of “his” Antonia, and it is no accident 
that Jim’s recollections are rooted in a journey. 
Willa Cather’s My Antonia was inspired by her own 
travels back to her childhood home of Red Cloud, 
Nebraska, and the novel is full of change, transi- 
tion, and travel. Many of its characters are immi- 
grants, classified by their very movement, and the 
divergent journeys through life of Jim and Antonia 
are its central focus. Jim’s narration of his story is, 
itself, a journey of sorts, a journey back through 
his life to recapture his relationship with Antonia 
and all that she represents to him. And, finally, the 
reader of My Antonia in a sense travels along with 
Jim as he returns to the country of his childhood, 
seeking something permanent and enduring be- 
neath the unsettled surface of his life. 


The Introduction of My Antonia, narrated by 
an unnamed woman, provides some important 
clues to the motives and the manner of Jim Bur- 
den’s story. This narrator, a childhood friend of 
both Jim and Antonia, in some sense verifies Jim’s 
impassioned view of Antonia: “More than any 
other person we remembered,” the narrator re- 
marks, “this girl seemed to mean to us the coun- 
try, the conditions, the whole adventure of our 
childhood. To speak her name was to call up pic- 
tures of people and places, to set a quiet drama go- 
ing in one’s brain.” The narrator’s comment also 
suggests the motives that inspire Jim to write his 
“manuscript” about “My Antonia.” By translating 
into writing the “pictures” and the “quiet drama” 
that Antonia’s name recalls, Jim hopes to revisit 
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What 
Do I Read 
Next? 


¢ In The American (1877), Henry James presents 
a clash between an aristocratic old French fam- 
ily and a wealthy, self-made American. This 
novel is the first of his studies of the contrast 
between the simple, innocent American and the 
sophisticated, corrupt European. 


e In Franz Kafka’s unfinished novel Amerika 
(1927, translated 1938), he deals with the ad- 
ventures and ordeals of a young European in an 
unreal, expressionistically depicted America. 


° Sarah Orne Jewett’ s The Country of Pointed Firs 
(1896) is a book of tales and sketches thinly 
bound together by a faint thread of plot which 
portrays a Maine seaport town from the point of 
view of a summer resident. 


e Giants in the Earth: A Saga of the Prairie (1924- 
25 in Norwegian; 1927 in English) is a stark and 
realistic work by the Norwegian-American nov- 
elist Ole E. Rolvaag describing the hardships, 
both mental and physical, of a small group of 
Norwegian farmers who set out from Minnesota 
with their families in 1873 to settle in the then 
unopened Dakota Territory. It is the first in a 
trilogy that also contains Peder Victorious and 
Their Father’s God. 





e Sinclair Lewis’ Main Street (1920) is both a 
satire and an affectionate portrait of Gopher 
Prairie, a typical American town, which was un- 
doubtedly suggested by Sauk Centre, Min- 
nesota, where Lewis was born. 


e In Nathaniel Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter 
(1850), Hester Prynne evolves through the 
shame of her punishment, to wear an embroi- 
dered scarlet letter A on her breast as a symbol 
of her adultery. 


e O Pioneers! (1913) is Willa Cather’s second 
novel and the first to be set in Nebraska. Alexan- 
dra Bergson, deeply devoted to the land, takes 
over the care of her family on the death of her 
father and establishes a prosperous farm. 


¢ Death Comes for the Archbishop (1927) is one 
of Cather’s Southwest novels and describes the 
missionary efforts of the French bishop Jean La- 
tour and his vicar to establish a diocese in the 
territory of New Mexico. 


¢ The angriest piece of fiction that Willa Cather 
ever wrote is My Mortal Enemy (1926). Myra 
Henshawe feels cheated by life and dies of can- 
cer, alone and embittered. 


the “whole adventure” of his early life and recap- 
ture its emotional significance. The narrator of the 
Introduction also gives the reader fair warning that 
the subject of Jim’s story is out of the ordinary, un- 
known to most people, even, perhaps, unknowable: 
“We agreed that no one who had not grown up in 
a little prairie town could know anything about it. 
It was a kind of freemasonry, we said.” Paradoxi- 
cally, this comment suggests that Jim’s story will 
not succeed in explaining “the country” and “the 
conditions” of his childhood to anyone but his 
friend and a select group of readers, those with first 
hand knowledge of small-town prairie life. But 
Cather’s introduction also gives away, in a sense, 
the secret password needed to understand the story 


that follows, the “name” that, once spoken, might 
recall the past and set it moving with life: Antonia. 

On one level, Cather uses Antonia’s simple 
story to bring to life the “country” and the “condi- 
tions” encountered and endured by many of the im- 
migrants who settled the American frontier in the 
late nineteenth century. By telling this one “Pio- 
neer Woman’s Story,” Cather portrays the immense 
hardships faced by figures like Antonia Shimerda 
and her family, not only the hardships of poverty, 
landscape, and climate, but also the social barriers 
erected against immigrants of particular ethnic and 
religious backgrounds. Cather also uses Antonia’s 
story to celebrate the virtues of the immigrant pi- 
oneers, viftues unnoted or ignored by many of her 
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contemporaries who, like the people of Black 
Hawk, viewed all “foreigners” as “ignorant people 
who couldn’t speak English.” As a poor immigrant 
from Bohemia, Antonia first appears an unlikely 
American heroine, but Cather celebrates Antonia 
for her strength of character, her resilience, and her 
tenacity in the face of social ostracism. She appears 
at the end of My Antonia as a figure who has tri- 
umphed over the hardships of her life through stal- 
wart struggle, producing a fruitful farm from the 
difficult land, upholding a large and joyful family, 
and ensuring an easier future for her children. 


Antonia also provides the key to Jim Burden’s 
story, in part because it is Jim who tells her story 
and reflects on its significance. In writing down all 
that he remembers of Antonia, Jim discovers the 
extent to which his own identity is rooted in his re- 
lationship to her. As a ten-year-old orphan at the 
start of his story, Jim remembers seeing the 
Shimerdas “huddled together on the platform” of 
the train station, and the sound of their “foreign 
tongue” is as new and strange to him as the land 
that surrounds him. In the years that follow his first 
encounter with the Shimerdas, Jim’s relationship 
with Antonia provides him with several roles to 
play, acting as a language tutor, a companion, a 
helpmate, a suitor, and, in his “mock adventure” 
with the rattlesnake, a savior of sorts. As a young 
man, Jim distinguishes himself from what he sees 
as the narrow-mindedness of his immediate com- 
munity by identifying with Antonia and the other 
“hired girls” who were “considered a menace to the 
social order.” He expresses his “contempt” for the 
veneer of “respect for respectability” that defines 
the townsfolk. In Antonia’s refusal to deny her de- 
sires, he sees an antidote to the town’s “evasions 
and negations,” its repression of “every individual 
taste, every natural appetite.” Although Jim does 
not face the same restrictions as Antonia and the 
other “country girls,” he identifies with their expe- 
rience of town life and, in a sense, this identifica- 
tion inspires his moving away from Black Hawk. 


Jim also finds a key to his own life in Anto- 
nia’s ability to hold onto her past—both its joys 
and its sorrows—through memory and through sto- 
rytelling. When Jim returns from college and meets 
Antonia working in the fields, they “instinctively” 
walk to Mr. Shimerda’s graveside as “the fittest 
place to talk to each other,” a place symbolizing 
the connection they shared as children. But as they 
talk there, Antonia does not dwell on the painful 
loss of her father as a young girl; instead, she tells 
Jim that her father “never goes out of my life.... 
The older I grow, the better I know him and the 
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more I understand him.” Antonia does not try to 
escape or ignore her past but embraces it, carrying 
it with her in the present. Jim sees in Antonia’s ex- 
ample a way to ground his life in something strong 
and permanent in spite of the continual movement 
that seems to define him. In the same conversation, 
Antonia also looks to the future, telling Jim how 
eager she is to pass on her memories of childhood 
to her daughter: “I can’t wait till my little girl’s old 
enough to tell her about all the things we used to 
do.” When Jim returns to visit Antonia twenty years 
later, he finds her doing just that: Antonia’s box of 
photographs and her stories about each picture 
draw all of her children to her side, bonding the 
family together in “a kind of physical harmony.” 
Jim sees that Antonia uses her stories of the past 
not only to entertain but also to educate her chil- 
dren, to root their lives in the “people and places” 
of her childhood just as they are rooted in the lan- 
guage and customs of the “old country” despite be- 
ing products of the new. In his own narration, Jim 
follows the example of Antonia’s storytelling, 
learning from her how to recapture the emotional 
significance of his childhood experiences and to 
create stories that keep the past alive in the present. 


AS many critics have noted, however, the sto- 
ries that Jim tells in My Antonia do not always pro- 
vide a complete or entirely reliable portrait of An- 
tonia’s life or of his own. The narrator of the 
Introduction, for example, calls attention to Jim’s 
“naturally romantic and ardent disposition,” and 
Frances Harling suggests to Jim that his “roman- 
tic” temperament influences his view of the coun- 
try girls: “You always put a kind of glamour over 
them.” Jim himself notes that the “places and peo- 
ple” of his past stand out “strengthened and sim- 
plified” in his memory. Although Jim identifies 
himself with Antonia throughout his story, he also 
frequently reveals the limitations of his under- 
standing of her life. Early in their friendship, for 
example, Jim repeatedly finds himself confused 
and frustrated by the particular customs and reli- 
gious rituals of the Bohemians. Even the simple, 
well-intended gift of dried mushrooms from the 
“old country” fails to connect the two families: In 
spite of Antonia’s testimony to their usefulness and 
flavor, Jim’s grandmother cannot identify the 
strange chips and throws the gift into the fire. A 
similar inability to understand fully all that the 
Shimerdas “had brought so far and treasured so 
jealously” continues throughout Jim’s story. Even 
after Jim travels around the world and visits Bo- 
hemia, the “old country” of Antonia’s youth, he re- 
mains isolated from her and her family life by their 
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language, the same “foreign tongue” that he heard 
for the first time as a ten-year-old boy at the train 
station in Black Hawk. 


But this sense of distance between Jim and An- 
tonia, even at the end of My Antonia, only adds 
poignancy to Jim’s story and interest to Cather’s 
novel. Perhaps the deep and lasting appeal of 
Cather’s novel reflects the sense of mystery that she 
weaves into its many stories, the unanswered ques- 
tions that Jim’s narration evokes. How, for exam- 
ple, might the narrator of the Introduction, who only 
“watched her come and go,” tell Antonia’s story? 
How might Mr. Shimerda and the Widow Steavens, 
each of whom also calls her “My Antonia,” tell her 
story? And, perhaps most intriguing of all, how does 
Antonia tell and retell her gathered children about 
“the country, the conditions, the whole adventure” 
of her life in Bohemia and America? While these 
questions remain, at the close of Jim’s story, part of 
the “incommunicable past,” the broader themes of 
Cather’s novel—the child’s sense of undistilled 
happiness, the dream of being “dissolved into some- 
thing complete and great,” the mystery of genuine 
friendship, the quest for permanence and meaning 
in one’s life—become real in the present for each 
new reader of My Antonia. 


Source: Anthony M. Dykema-VanderArk, in an essay for 
Novels for Students, Gale, 1997. 


James E. Miller, Jr. 

In the following excerpt, Miller explains how 
Cather’s book is about the failure to find happi- 
ness by pursuing materialistic dreams. 


[My Antonia] does not portray, in any mean- 
ingful sense, the fulfillment of the American dream. 
By and large, the dreams of the pioneers lie shat- 
tered, their lives broken by the hardness of wilder- 
ness life. Even those who achieve, after long strug- 
gle, some kind of secure life are diminished in the 
genuine stuff of life. For example, in one of his ac- 
counts that reach into the future beyond the present 
action, Jim Burden tells us of the eventual fate of 
the vivacious Tiny Soderball, one of the few to 
achieve “solid worldly success.” She had a series 
of exciting adventures in Alaska, ending up with a 
large fortune. But later, when Jim encountered her 
in Salt Lake City, she was a “thin, hard-faced 
woman.... She was satisfied with her success, but 
not elated. She was like someone in whom the fac- 
ulty of becoming interested is worn out.” 


One of the major material successes of the 
book is Jim Burden, and in many ways the novel 
traces his rise in position and wealth. As most of 


the characters of the book travel west, his is a jour- 
ney east, and, in the process, the acquisition of ed- 
ucation, wealth, social position. In short, Jim has 
all the appearances of one who has lived the Amer- 
ican dream and achieved fulfillment. But the ma- 
terial fulfillment has not brought the happiness 
promised. The entire novel is suffused with his 
melancholy at the loss of something precious— 
something that existed back in the hard times, now 
lost amidst comfort and wealth. The whole promise 
of the dream has somehow slipped through his fin- 
gers right at the moment it appeared within his 
grasp. Why? The question brings us around to a 
central problem in the novel: Why has Jim, so ap- 
preciative of the vitality and freedom represented 
by the hired girls, ended up in a marriage so empty 
of meaning? 


Perhaps Jim’s melancholy itself tells us the 
reason. The book in a way represents his confes- 
sion, a confession of unaware betrayal of the dream. 
In looking back from his vantage point in time, Jim 
can come to the full realization of what the hired 
girls (especially such as Antonia Shimerda and 
Lena Lingard) represented and what they have 
come to symbolize: simply all that is best, all that 
survives of worth, of the faded dream. Some crit- 
ics have seen in Jim’s obtuseness in his male-fe- 
male relationship with Antonia and Lena a defect 
in the book’s construction. On the contrary, this 
theme is very much a part of the book’s intention. 
Jim looking back from the wisdom of his later years 
and the unhappiness of his meaningless marriage 
can come to a much sharper awareness of precisely 
what he missed in his ambitious movement east- 
ward and upward. 


In Book II, “The Hired Girls,” we are in a way 
witness to the dream turning sour: “The daughters 
of Black Hawk merchants had a confident, unen- 
quiring belief that they were ‘refined,’ and that the 
country girls, who ‘worked out,’ were not.” “The 
country girls were considered a menace to the so- 
cial order. Their beauty shone out too boldly 
against a conventional background. But anxious 
mothers need have felt no alarm. They mistook the 
mettle of their sons. The respect for respectability 
was stronger than any desire in Black Hawk youth.” 
Jim Burden remembered his roaming the streets of 
Black Hawk at night, looking at the “sleeping 
houses”: “for all their frailness, how much jealousy 
and envy and unhappiness some of them managed 
to contain! The life that went on in them seemed 
to me made up of evasions and negations; shills to 
save cooking, to save washing and cleaning, de- 
vices to propitiate the tongue of gossip. This 
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guarded mode of existence was like living under a 
tyranny. People’s speech, their voices, their very 
glances, became furtive and repressed. Every indi- 
vidual taste, every natural appetite, was bridled by 
caution.” 


“Respect for respectability” is, perhaps, the 
cancer battening at the heart of the dream (a theme 
that William Faulkner was to emphasize later in his 
Snopes trilogy), and the reader may wonder to what 
extent Jim Burden himself had been infected, es- 
pecially in view of the brittle wife he had acquired 
at some stage in his rise to the top. Moreover, Jim 
was strongly attracted to the vitality of the hired 
girls, consciously and unconsciously, as revealed 
in a recurring dream he had: “One dream I dreamed 
a great many times, and it was always the same. I 
was in a harvest-field full of shocks, and I was ly- 
ing against one of them. Lena Lingard came across 
the stubble barefoot, in a short skirt, with a curved 
reaping-hook in her hand, and she was flushed like 
the dawn, with a kind of luminous rosiness all about 
her. She sat down beside me, turned to me with a 
soft sigh and said, ‘Now they are all gone, and I 
can kiss you as much as I like.’” After this re- 
markable sexual revelation, Jim adds: “I used to 
wish I could have this flattering dream about An- 
tonia, but I never did.” Sister-like Antonia cannot 
be transfigured, even in dream, to sexual figure. 
Her role in the book, and in Jim’s psyche, is des- 
tined to be more idealized, more mythic. 


But Lena Lingard is the subject of an entire 
book of My Antonia. And that book works out 
metaphorically the meaning of the novel’s epigraph 
from Virgil as well as the specific personal relation 
of Jim and Lena, this latter through symbolic use 
of a play they both attend, Dumas’s Camille. The 
epigraph for My Antonia is drawn from Virgil’s 
Georgics, and reads: “Optima dies ... prima fugit.” 
This phrase comes into the novel in Book III, af- 
ter Jim has entered the University of Nebraska and 
begun his study of Latin, translating the phrase “the 
best days are the first to flee.” As Lena Lingard, 
now with a dressmaking shop in Lincoln, brings to 
mind for Jim all the vitality of the hired girls of 
Black Hawk, he makes the connection between 
them and the haunting phrase from Virgil: “It came 
over me, as it had never done before, the relation 
between girls like those and the poetry of Virgil. If 
there were no girls like them in the world, there 
would be no poetry. I understand that clearly, for 
the first time. This revelation seemed to me ines- 
timably precious. I clung to it as if it might sud- 
denly vanish.” 
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But if Lena (along with Antonia and the oth- 
ers) is equated with poetry, she is also a breathing 
physical reality to Jim, and Book HI brings Jim as 
close physically to one of the hired girls as the novel 
permits. A large part of the Book is taken up with 
a description of Jim’s and Lena’s attendance at a 
performance of Camille, the sentimental but highly 
effective drama by Dumas fils. As Jim remarks: “A 
couple of jack-rabbits, run in off the prairie, could 
not have been more innocent of what awaited them 
than were Lena and I.” Although some critics see 
the long account of theatre-going as a kind of in- 
serted story or intrusion, in fact it provides a kind 
of sophisticated mirror image in literature for the 
thematic dilemma posed in the novel itself—and 
particularly the dilemma Jim faces in his attraction 
to Lena. Only a few pages before this episode, he 
has come to the insight equating the hired girls, in 
all their vitality and freedom, with poetry. Now he 
is confronted with the physical presence of one for 
whom he feels a strong attraction. 


The hired girls are not, of course, Camilles, but 
they have some of the same kind of magic, poetry, 
freedom, love of life that attracted Armand to 
Camille—and that attract Jim to Lena. As Jim and 
Lena find themselves drawn closer and closer to- 
gether in Lincoln, their conversation turns more and 
more to marriage—but only obliquely do they hint 
of anything deeper than friendship between them- 
selves. Lena, pressed by Jim about her future, says 
she will never marry, that she prefers to be “lone- 
some,” that the experience of marriage as she has 
witnessed it is even repellent. Jim answers,“ ‘But 
it’s not all like that.’” Lena replies: “‘ ‘Near enough. 
It’s all being under somebody’s thumb. What’s on 
your mind, Jim? Are you afraid Pll want you to 
marry me some day?’ ” Jim’s immediate remark af- 
ter this, to the reader, is: “Then I told her I was go- 
ing away.” The moment has passed, the future for 
Jim has been, in a sense, determined. Lena will go 
on her successful, “lonesome” way; Jim will go on 
to his considerable achievement and position—and 
his disastrous marriage. 


What happened to the dream—to Jim’s dream 
of Lena, to the larger dream of personal fulfillment? 
Was his failure in not seeing some connection be- 
tween the dreams? Was Jim’s destiny in some ob- 
scure sense a self-betrayal? And is this America’s 
destiny, a self-betrayal of the possibilities of the 
dream? ... 


This road is not, of course, simply Jim’s and 
Antonia’s road. It is America’s road, leading not 
into the future, but into the past, fast fading from 
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the landscape, fast fading from memory.... It is 
Jim’s and Antonia’s—and perhaps America’s— 
“road of Destiny”: 


This was the road over which Antonia and I came on 
that night when we got off the train at Black Hawk 
and were bedded down in the straw, wondering chil- 
dren, being taken we knew not whither. I had only 
to close my eyes to hear the rumbling of the wagons 
in the dark, and to be again overcome by that oblit- 
erating strangeness. The feelings of that night were 
so near that I could reach out and touch them with 
my hand. I had the sense of coming home to myself, 
and of having found out what a little circle man’s ex- 
perience is. For Antonia and for me, this had been 
the road of Destiny; had taken us to those early ac- 
cidents of fortune which predetermined for us all that 
we can ever be. Now I understood that the same road 
was to bring us together again. Whatever we had 
missed, we possessed together the precious, the in- 
communicable past. 


As Americans who have dreamed the dream, 
we might say with Jim: ““Whatever we have missed, 
we possess together the precious, the incommuni- 
cable past.” In some dark sense, Jim’s experience 
is the American experience, his melancholy sense 
of loss also his country’s, his longing for something 
missed in the past a national longing. 


The lost promise, the misplaced vision, is 
America’s loss—our loss—and it haunts us all, 
still. 


Source: James E. Miller, Jr., “ My Antonia and the Ameri- 
can Dream,” in Prairie Schooner, Vol. XLVUI, No. 2, Sum- 
mer, 1974, pp. 112-23. 


Robert E. Scholes 


In the following excerpt, Scholes compares the 
characters of Jim Burden and Antonia Shimerda. 


The two central figures in My Antonia are, in 
different senses, Innocents. Jim Burden, bereft of 
both his parents within a year, is removed from the 
warm and comfortable Virginia of his early days 
and thrust into the strange and frightening world of 
Nebraska. As he bumps along on the wagon ride 
to his new home, he feels that he has left even the 
spirits of his dead parents behind him: 

The wagon jolted on, carrying me I know not whither. 
I don’t think I was homesick. If we never arrived any- 
where, it did not matter. Between that earth and that 
sky I felt erased, blotted out. I did not say my prayers 
that night: here, I felt, what would be would be. 

Antonia Shimerda, though also a young, inno- 
cent creature in a raw country, is not bereft of the 
past as Jim Burden is. Antonia’s Bohemian ances- 
try is a part of her and exerts a decided influence 


on her present and future. We are reminded of this 
past constantly: by the Bohemian customs and culi- 
nary practices of the Shimerdas; by the observa- 
tions of Otto Fuchs on the relationship of Austri- 
ans and Bohemians in the old country; and 
especially by the Catholic religion of the Bohemi- 
ans, which is their strongest link with the past, and 
which serves to bind them together and to separate 
them from the Protestant society of their adopted 
land. But, most important, Antonia herself cher- 
ishes her connection with the past. When Jim asks 
if she remembers the little town of her birth, she 
replies, 


“Jim ... if I was put down there in the middle of the 
night, I could find my way all over that little town; 
and along the river where my grandmother lived. My 
feet remember all the little paths through the woods, 
and where the big roots stick out to trip you. I ain’t 
never forgot my own country.” 


But despite the importance of the past for An- 
tonia, she and the other hired girls are figures of 
heroic and vital innocence, associated with nature 
and the soil. Like Lena Lingard, they all “waked 
fresh with the world every day.” They are unused 
to the ways of society, and Antonia, especially, is 
too trusting. Lena tells Jim that Antonia “won’t 
hear a word against [Larry Donovan]. She’s so sort 
of innocent.” The struggle of the “hired girls” with 
society is one of the important themes of the novel. 
Jim Burden remarks that 


the country girls were considered a menace to the so- 
cial order. Their beauty shone out too boldly against 
a conventional background. But anxious mothers 
need have felt no alarm. They mistook the mettle of 
their sons. The respect for respectability was stronger 
than any desire in Black Hawk youth. 


This struggle of the country girls with the city 
is a very perplexing one, in which apparent victory 
and apparent defeat are both apt to prove evanes- 
cent in time. Lena Lingard and Tiny Soderball be- 
come successful, triumphing even in the metropo- 
lis of San Francisco, while Antonia becomes the 
foolish victim of her love for a conniving railroad 
conductor. But Lena and Tiny succeed only in be- 
coming more like the society from which they had 
been ostracized, while Antonia, and the other coun- 
try girls who stay on the land, ultimately change 
the structure of society itself. Jim Burden remarks, 


I always knew I should live long enough to see my 
country girls come into their own, and I have. Today 
the best that a harassed Black Hawk merchant can 
hope for is to sell provisions and farm machinery and 
automobiles to the rich farms where that first crop of 
stalwart Bohemian and Scandinavian girls are now 
the mistresses. 
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Jim Burden, like Lena and Tiny, has made his 
success in the city and on the city’s terms. From 
the narrator of the introductory chapter we learn 
that Jim’s personal life, his marriage, has not been 
a success though his legal work flourishes. Jim’s 
failure to find happiness or satisfaction in his ca- 
reer and in the city, constitutes for him the “fall” 
into self-knowledge which is characteristic of the 
Adamic hero. It is Jim’s recognition of his own fall 
that makes him superior to Lena and Tiny, and en- 
ables him to live vicariously through Antonia and 
her children. 


Antonia’s seduction is a more clear-cut “fall” 
than Jim’s unhappiness, and her subsequent self- 
knowledge is more strikingly evidenced. When Jim 
meets Antonia after she has had her illegitimate 
child, he notices “a new kind of strength in the grav- 
ity of her face.” At this meeting she asks Jim 
whether he has learned to like big cities, adding 
that she would die of lonesomeness in such a place. 
“I like to be where I know every stack and tree, 
and where all the ground is friendly,” she says; and 
after they part Jim feels “the old pull of the earth, 
the solemn magic that comes out of those fields at 
night-fall,” and he wishes he could be a little boy 
again, and that his way would end there. 


When Jim revisits Antonia and her thriving 
family, she has in some ways relapsed toward the 
past. “‘I’ve forgot my English so.’” She says, “ʻI 
don’t often talk it any more. I tell the children I 
used to speak it real well.’ She said they all spoke 
Bohemian at home. The little ones could not speak 
English at all—didn’t learn it until they went to 
school.” But her children, her involvement in life, 
makes her concerned for the future. She has lived 
“much and hard,” reflects Jim as they meet, but 
“she was there, in the full vigor of her personality, 
battered but not diminished, looking at me, speak- 
ing to me in the husky, breathy voice I remembered 
so well.” Jim, however, is not recognized by An- 
tonia at first, even though he has “kept so young.” 
He is less battered, perhaps, but he is more dimin- 
ished. 


So it is that Antonia, who is always conscious 
of the past, is nevertheless free of it, and capable 
of concern for the future. And her past is not merely 
that of a generation or so. Jim observes, “She lent 
herself to immemorial human attitudes which we 
recognize by instinct as universal and true.... It was 
no wonder that her sons stood tall and straight. She 
was a rich mine of life, like the founders of early 
races.” Whereas Jim, who has no such connection 
with the past, who came to Nebraska without a fam- 
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ily and rode on a wagon into a new life which he 
felt was beyond even the attention of God, is still 
bound by the recent past, by what has happened to 
him in his own youth, and he lives in both the pre- 
sent and the future only vicariously through the 
plans and lives of others. He reflects, “In the course 
of twenty crowded years one parts with many illu- 
sions. I did not wish to lose the early ones. Some 
memories are realities, and are better than anything 
that can happen to one again.” Jim is haunted by 
the past, by the sense that, in the phrase of Virgil 
which is the novel’s epigraph, Optima dies ... 
prima fugit. When he contemplates in the closing 
lines of his narrative the road on which he had en- 
tered his new life as a boy, he reconsiders his whole 
existence: 


I had the sense of coming home to myself, and of 
having found out what a little circle man’s experi- 
ence is. For Antonia and for me, this had been the 
road of Destiny; had taken us to those early accidents 
of fortune which predetermined for us all that we can 
ever be. Now I understood that the same road was to 
bring us together again. Whatever we had missed, we 
possessed together the precious, the incommunicable 
past. 


Antonia’s life is not tragic. She is neither de- 
feated nor destroyed by life, not even diminished. 
Yet the distinguishing characteristic of this novel 
is its elegiac tone; the eternal note of sadness per- 
vades especially the closing passages of the book. 
The direct cause of this element of sadness is the 
nostalgia of Jim Burden, through which the story 
of Antonia filters down to the reader. But behind 
Jim Burden’s nostalgia, and merged with it, is the 
nostalgia of Willa Cather herself. 


There is a suggestion in this novel and in the 
earlier O Pioneers! that the younger brothers and 
the sisters of this splendid generation of pioneer 
women will not be their equals. Emil Bergson— 
the youth in O Pioneers! for whom his older sister 
Alexandra labors and plans—attends the univer- 
sity, escapes from the plough, only to ruin several 
lives through his adulterous love. And in My An- 
tonia there is the suggestion that the coming gen- 
erations will be less heroic and more ordinary than 
the present breed. Jim Burden at one point muses 
on this problem, thinking of the hired girls in Black 
Hawk: 


Those girls had grown up in the first bitter-hard times, 
and had got little schooling themselves. But the 
younger brothers and sisters, for whom they made 
such sacrifices and who have had “advantages,” 
never seem to me, when I meet them now, half as in- 
teresting or as well educated. The older girls, who 
helped to break up the wild sod, learned so much 
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from life, from poverty, from their mothers and 
grandmothers; they had all, like Antonia, been early 
awakened and made observant by coming at a ten- 
der age from an old country to a new. 

The circumstances which formed Antonia will 
not be repeated; the future will be in the hands of 
a diminished race. It is the feeling which haunts 
Willa Cather’s novel. Antonia looks to the future 
of her children, but Jim Burden knows that the fu- 
ture will be at best a poor imitation of the past. An- 
tonia’s life is a triumph of innocence and vitality 
over hardship and evil. But Willa Cather does not 
celebrate this triumph; rather, she intones an elegy 
over the dying myth of the heroic Innocent, over 
the days that are no more. 

Source: Robert E. Scholes, “Hope and Memory in My An- 


tonia,” in Shenandoah, Vol. XTV, No. 1, Autumn, 1962, pp. 
24-29. 
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One Flew Over the 
Cuckoo’s Nest 


Ken Kesey’s tragicomic novel, One Flew Over the 

Ken Kesey Cuckoo’s Nest, takes place in a mental hospital dur- 
ing the late 1950s. The book can be read on two 

1962 levels; if one looks on the surface, there is the story 
of how a highly individualistic, near-superman 

named McMurphy becomes a patient and for a time 

overturns the senseless and dehumanizing routines 

of the ward. If one looks deeper, however, there is 

a commentary on U.S. society, which the Beat gen- 

eration of the late 1950s viewed as so hopelessly 

conformist as to stifle individuality and creativity. 


First published in 1962, Kesey’s book bridges 
the transition from the Beatniks of the late 1950s, 
who used poetry, music, and fashion to express 
their dissatisfaction with conformist society, to the 
hippies of the 1960s, whose counterculture rebel- 
lion included free love and drug use. Because 
Cuckoo’s Nest was both timely and provocative, it 
became an instant hit with critics and with a col- 
lege generation that was ready to take on the es- 
tablishment full-tilt. Over the years, the book has 
enjoyed many reprintings in paperback form. It 
started receiving scholarly attention in the 1970s, 
particularly after it was made into an Academy 
Award-winning movie of the same title starring 
Jack Nicholson, who gave a brilliant performance 
as the irrepressible McMurphy. Although the novel 
has sometimes been faulted as sexist and racist, it 
still endures as an example of the individual’s bat- 
tle not to succumb to the forces of a dehumaniz- 
ing, demoralizing society. 
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Author Biography 


Ken Kesey was born in 1935 in LaJunta, Colorado. 
The family moved to Springfield, Oregon, where 
he attended public school before attending and 
graduating from the University of Oregon. While 
in college, he pursued drama and athletics. A cham- 
pion wrestler, he nearly won a place on the U.S. 
Olympic team. After graduating, he worked for a 
year, thought about becoming a movie actor, and 
wrote an unpublished novel about college athletics 
entitled “End of Autumn.” Kesey married his high- 
school sweetheart, Faye Haxy, in 1956, and the 
couple became the parents of three children. In 
1958, Kesey began graduate work in creative writ- 
ing at Stanford University in California, where he 
studied with several noted writers, including nov- 
elist Wallace Stegner. He wrote a second unpub- 
lished novel, “Zoo,” before beginning One Flew 
Over the Cuckoo’s Nest in the summer of 1960. 
Around this time, he became a paid volunteer in 
government-sponsored drug experiments at the 
Veteran’s Hospital in Menlo Park, California. 
There he was introduced to psychoactive drugs 
such as mescaline and LSD, and became a frequent 
user of them. He was under the influence of these 
drugs during some of the time he wrote this, his 
first published novel. 





Cuckoo’s Nest enjoyed considerable critical 
and popular success after its 1962 publication, be- 
coming especially popular on college campuses. 
Kesey himself gained additional notoriety with a 
group of friends who titled themselves the “Merry 
Pranksters” and travelled the country promoting the 
new “counterculture” of social protest and psyche- 
delic drugs. The experiences of Kesey and his 
friends were chronicled in Tom Wolfe’s noted 1968 
work The Electric Kool-Aid Acid Test. This trip was 
not without cost, however, for Kesey was arrested 
in 1965 for drug possession and eventually spent 
about five months in jail and in the San Mateo 
County Sheriff's Honor Camp. Released in 1967, 
he moved back to Oregon in 1968, taking up resi- 
dence on a farm in Pleasant Hills. He gave up writ- 
ing for a period of time before returning to his for- 
mer art. He also kicked his drug habit successfully, 
and has since disavowed experimental drug use, 
saying “There are dues.” None of his subsequent 
works have received the same attention as 
Cuckoo’s Nest, which is seen as both a predeces- 
sor to and representative of the counterculture 
movement of the 1960s. 
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Ken Kesey 


Pilot Summary 


Part I 

One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest is the story 
of a few remarkable weeks in an Oregon insane 
asylum and the events that lead to the narrator’s es- 
cape. A tall and broad Indian, Chief Bromden is a 
long-term inmate who tells the story. His insanity 
appears to stem from a paranoid belief in the exis- 
tence of a machine, “The Combine,” which con- 
trols people’s behavior. He feigns deafness and 
dumbness in order to fight this control. In looking 
back on his time in the ward, he finds that he must 
recount the horrible experiences suffered by him 
and his fellow inmates. In particular he tells of the 
conflict between Randle McMurphy and Big Nurse 
Ratched. 


Bromden’s story begins with the day McMur- 
phy is first admitted to the ward. McMurphy is loud 
and disruptive, and introduces himself as a gam- 
bling man who has only pretended to be crazy in 
order to get out of a work camp. He introduces him- 
self to the “Chronics” (permanent residents), in- 
cluding Bromden himself, and the “Acutes” (who 
may still recover). McMurphy immediately at- 
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tempts to take charge of the bunch by instigating a 
who-is-crazier-than-whom debate with Harding, an 
Acute who is president of the Patients Council. 


Nurse Ratched knows that McMurphy repre- 
sents a disruptive force on the ward, and Bromden 
explains her reaction to disruptive forces: 


The big nurse tends to get real put out if something 
keeps her outfit from running like a smooth, accu- 
rate, precision-made machine. The slightest thing 
messy or out of kilter or in the way ties her into a lit- 
tle white knot of tight-smiled fury. She walks around 
with that same doll smile crimped between her chin 
and her nose and that same calm whir coming from 
her eyes, but down inside of her she’s tense as steel. 
I know, I can feel it. And she don’t relax a hair till 
she gets the nuisance attended to—what she calls “ad- 
justed to surroundings.” 


McMurphy questions the others, particularly 
Harding, about why they accept her power over 
them. He bets the entire ward that within a week 
he can force Nurse Ratched to lose control without 
her gaining any over him. 


Interspersed with his own hallucinations, 
Bromden recounts how McMurphy persistently 
taunts the Nurse and her attendants. Some ward- 
members gain access to an old hydrotherapy 
room—the “tub room”— to escape the very loud 
music in the day room. In an effort to motivate the 
Acutes into fighting Big Nurse, McMurphy pur- 
posefully loses a wager that he can heave an old 
concrete console through a tub room window and 
escape. One week after the original bet, he succeeds 
in turning the entire ward against Ratched in a vote 
over television privileges during the World Series. 
Bromden’s is the decisive vote, and McMurphy 
gains the majority he needs to win. The nurse re- 
fuses to turn the television on, but the entire ward 
ignores her orders and sits patiently in front of the 
blank set while she screams hysterically. 


Part 2 

In response to her failure, Nurse Ratched de- 
cides to wait until McMurphy realizes his fate is 
ultimately in her hands. At the same time, Brom- 
den grows stronger from McMurphy’s tireless ex- 
ample, hallucinating less and avoiding his medica- 
tion. The other patients follow suit, growing more 
unruly and argumentative. 


One day while swimming at the hospital pool, 
a lifeguard/inmate explains to McMurphy the dan- 
ger of being permanently committed. As a result, 
McMurphy’s unruliness seems to end. The other 
patients are not surprised by his change in attitude 
and recognize that he wants to avoid being com- 
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mitted. Bromden’s mechanistic hallucinations re- 
turn, however, and although Cheswick claims to 
understand McMurphy’s attitude, he kills himself 
at the bottom of the swimming pool. 


In the days following this last incident, Mc- 
Murphy learns more about the contradictions of 
medication and other forms of treatment at the hos- 
pital. He sees the dilemma faced by epileptics re- 
garding their medication. Harding and Billy Bibbit 
explain not only the horrors of shock treatment and 
lobotomy, but also reveal that they are voluntary 
detainees of the mental hospital. McMurphy is an- 
gry and confused at these revelations. When Big 
Nurse takes away the ward’s tub room privileges 
in an attempt to cement her victory, McMurphy re- 
sponds by smashing the window that separates the 
Nurse’s Station from the day room. 


Part 3 


In the days that follow, McMurphy continues 
to harass the nurse by organizing a deep-sea fish- 
ing expedition for the ward. Bromden’s hallucina- 
tions recede once more, and he begins to think 
about joining the salmon-fishing list. He worries 
again about disclosing his ability to hear and talk, 
but eventually speaks to McMurphy almost with- 
out realizing it. McMurphy helps to build the 
Chief’s confidence by signing his name to the fish- 
ing list, and by convincing him that he can once 
again feel tall and strong—strong enough, in fact, 
to lift the cement console in the tub room. 


McMurphy surpasses several hurdles while the 
appointed fishing-day approaches. When one of the 
prostitutes hired to take them to the boat doesn’t 
show up, McMurphy even convinces the hospital’s 
Doctor Spivey to drive half of them to the boat and 
join them fishing. Along the way, they encounter 
unfriendly outsiders and the group awaits McMur- 
phy’s leadership to turn their morale around. 


As they set sail in the fishing boat with the ob- 
sessive-compulsive George Sorensen at the helm, 
McMurphy reveals that the boat owner, Captain 
Block, has been duped, and that they will be rent- 
ing the boat without his permission. After a spec- 
tacular day, Captain Block and the police await 
them at the docks. Doctor Spivey discourages le- 
gal action by disputing local jurisdiction and the 
safety of the boat. The catcallers who insulted the 
group upon their first arrival are humbled by the 
success of the fishing expedition. During the drive 
back to the hospital, Billy Bibbit and Candy sit to- 
gether, and McMurphy encourages a clandestine 
late-night “date” between the innocent Billy and 
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the prostitute at the hospital. Thus inspired, they 
pause in front of the house in which McMurphy 
was raised while he brags about his first sexual ex- 
perience. 


Part 4 

Nurse Ratched’s response to McMurphy’s suc- 
cess is to try to turn the men on the ward against 
him by demonstrating how much money he has 
taken from them since his arrival. As the Chief’s 
confidence grows and, with McMurphy’s help, he 
begins to recognize his own physical size and 
strength, and the bet regarding the cement console 
in the tub room is revived. McMurphy makes a bet 
that it is possible for a man to lift the console, and 
Bromden lifts it. McMurphy attempts to compen- 
sate the Chief with a piece of the winnings, but 
Bromden becomes upset, saying of McMurphy’s 
activities on the ward, “we thought it wasn’t to be 
winning things!” 

When Big Nurse orders that the men be 
cleaned with a special liquid because of vermin 
they may have encountered on their fishing trip, a 
fight breaks out. Sorensen is compulsively clean 
and cannot bear the thought of having the strong 
smelling disinfectant on (or in) his body. The at- 
tendants persist and McMurphy picks a fight with 
one of them. When the other attendants join in, 
Bromden enters the fray and settles it decisively in 
favor of the ward. They thus provide Nurse Ratched 
with the excuse she needs, and she sends both of 
the men to the “Disturbed” ward, where they face 
electroshock therapy. McMurphy refuses to con- 
cede victory to Ratched by admitting his fault and 
undergoes several shock treatments. 


Eventually, the day for Billy and Candy’s late- 
night date arrives. The ward prepares by bribing 
Turkle, the night orderly, and Candy arrives with 
her friend Sandy in tow. A great party ensues, and 
although McMurphy’s plan is to escape with girls 
before morning, the entire ward drunkenly falls 
asleep until discovered the next morning. Billy Bib- 
bit and Candy are found naked together in the 
Seclusion Room, and Nurse Ratched taunts Billy 
with the prospect of revealing his activities to his 
mother. Unable to bear this possibility, Billy kiils 
himself while waiting in Doctor Spivey’s office. 
McMurphy, enraged but calm, smashes into the 
Nurses’ Station and attempts to strangle Ratched. 
The Nurse is badly shaken in the days that follow, 
and orders McMurphy’s lobotomy. He is wheeled, 
comatose, to the ward for all to see. Late that night, 
Bromden suffocates McMurphy, then heaves the 
cement console through the window and escapes. 
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Flew 


Over the Cuckoo's Nest 





From the film One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s 
Nest, starring Jack Nicholson, Josip Elic, and 
Will Sampson. 





Characters 


Pete Bancini 

A self-pitying patient who suffered brain dam- 
age at birth and says he’s been dead for all of his 
fifty-five years. Constantly complaining of being 
tired, at times he is forcibly removed from group 
therapy session and put to bed. As the book un- 
folds, however, Bancini begins to escape the im- 
prisonment of his fixation on the past and take a 
more active role in the ward. 


Billy Bibbit 

A weak mama’s boy who is totally under Big 
Nurse’s thumb. She has extra control over him be- 
cause she has befriended his mother, who works 
for the hospital. Billy’s most notable feature is his 
severe stutter, which he says he’s had since he said 
his first word: “M-m-m-m-mamma.” His mother 
still treats him as a child, even though he is over 
thirty years old, and he has problems dealing with 
women. He eventually begins to assert some lim- 
ited independence, and loses his virginity with one 
of McMurphy’s girls. But in the end, he becomes 
victim to Nurse Ratched’s manipulation and com- 
mits suicide. 
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One Flew Over 


Media X 
Adaptations & 





e A play version of One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s 
Nest was written by Dale Wasserman and ap- 
peared on Broadway with Kirk Douglas as Mc- 
Murphy in 1963; the play was revived in 1971. 
Published by Samuel French, 1970. 


¢ An acclaimed film version of Cuckoo’s Nest ap- 
peared in 1975, starring Jack Nicholson as Mc- 
Murphy and Louise Fletcher as Nurse Ratched. 
Named best film of the year at the Academy 
Awards, the film also won Oscars for the two 
leads, as well as director Milos Forman and 
screenwriter Bo Goldman. It is available from 
Republic Pictures Home Video. 


Big Nurse 
See Nurse Ratched 


The Three Black Boys 

How Chief refers to the black men who come 
in early, clean the ward, and herd the patients 
around according to Nurse Ratched’s orders. They 
hate the nurse, who manipulates them, and take 
their frustration out on the inmates, often taunting 
them and otherwise taking advantage of them. Mc- 
Murphy finally comes to blows with them after they 
torture Rub-a-Dub George with threats of dirt and 
bugs. The one-dimensional depiction of these char- 
acters has been faulted as racist and stereotypical 
by several critics. 


Chief Bromden 

Chief Bromden is the schizophrenic narrator 
of story, and has been in the mental institution since 
leaving the Army shortly after World War II. Hard- 
ing says he’s heard that Chief has received over 
two hundred shock treatments. The son of an Amer- 
ican Indian father and a Caucasian mother, he at- 
tributes his shrewdness to his Native American her- 
itage. Chief has a paranoid belief in something he 
calls the “Combine,” a collaboration of govern- 
mental and industrial groups he believes are trying 
to control people by way of machines. For many 
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years, Chief has isolated himself from the bizarre 
environment of the Chronic and Acute ward by pre- 
tending to be deaf and dumb. This way, he finds 
out everything he wants to know and yet is able to 
keep his own counsel and stay out of trouble. 


Chief pushes a broom all day, sweeping the 
same territory over and over again. He’s classified 
as a Chronic: “Not in the hospital, these, to get fixed, 
but just to keep them from walking about the street 
giving the product a bad name,” muses Chief. 
“Chronic are in for good ... divided into Walkers 
like me, can still walk around if you keep fed, and 
Wheelers and Vegetables.” Chief harbors a deep ha- 
tred of the Big Nurse, Miss Ratched, and like all the 
other ward residents fears her power. Chief holds 
an almost equal anger at the three black assistants 
who do Miss Ratched’s icy bidding —and worse. (In 
fact, some consider the book racist because of the 
negative way in which author—and his narrator sto- 
ryteller—portray these black characters.) 


Chief imagines that every day the staff creates 
a fog that hangs over the ward. Sometimes the fog 
is smoke because he believes that walls are wired 
and filled with humming mechanisms. But he snaps 
to awareness when a new admission, the irrepress- 
ible, irreverent McMurphy, arrives and immedi- 
ately tries to take over as boss of the ward. At first, 
Chief is able to hide behind his feigned deafness 
and just watch McMurphy’s antics. But McMur- 
phy soon tricks him into revealing to him that he 
can both hear and speak—-a secret guarded from 
everyone else. Gradually, under McMurphy’s in- 
fluence, Chief begins to withdraw from his hallu- 
cinatory world and begins to join the other resi- 
dents in activities, even joining them on a fishing 
expedition. 


At one point, he thinks to himself: “I noticed 
vaguely that I was getting so’s I could see some 
good in the life around me. McMurphy was teach- 
ing me. I was feeling better than I’d remembered 
feeling since I was a kid, when everything was good 
and land still singing kids’ poetry to me.” Finally 
he reveals the source of the book’s title, a singsong 
chant his grandmother used to say as they played 
a finger game: “one flew east, one flew west, one 
flew over the cuckoo’s nest ... O-U-T spells out ... 
goose swoops down and plucks you out.” Although 
McMurphy’s power over Nurse Ratched eventually 
ends, his sacrifice serves as an inspiration for Chief. 
Chief takes pity on McMurphy after he is left a 
vegetable from a lobotomy, smothering him with a 
pillow, and then leaves the institution to take con- 
trol of his own destiny. 
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Chief Broom 
See Chief Bromden 


Charles Cheswick 


Supposedly tough and aggressive, Cheswick is 
actually afraid to take any definitive actions. Faced 
with a challenge, he makes noise as if he will at- 
tack, but he always backs down. But he likes to 
cheer others on from the sidelines, and soon be- 
comes an enthusiastic supporter of McMurphy’s 
ideas. Soon after making a fuss when McMurphy 
won’t protest against Nurse Ratched’s cigarette ra- 
tioning, Cheswick drowns in the swimming pool, 
something Big Nurse blames on McMurphy. 


Ellis 


A Chronic who was an Acute before undergo- 
ing shock treatment, Ellis is “nailed” to the wall in 
a position that recalls Christ’s crucifixion. 


Mr. Fredrickson 


Sefelt’s friend and protector, he worries about 
having epileptic fits and secretly takes Sefelt’s med- 
icine for him. After McMurphy is sent from the 
ward, he and Sefelt sign out of the hospital together. 


Mr. Dale Harding 


Mr. Harding is president of the Patient’s Coun- 
cil. Intelligent, college-educated, he speaks to his 
fellow-patients like a professor. McMurphy takes 
him on verbally right away, saying he wants to dis- 
place him as the “bull goose loony” who runs 
things. Harding pretends to compete, but gives Mc- 
Murphy his position as king of the card games. 
Harding, while articulate and assertive, is basically 
like a frightened child, and waves his overly pretty 
hands when he gets upset. His psychological prob- 
lems include the inferiority and insecurity he feels 
because of his young, sexy wife, who continually 
casts doubts on his manhood. He submits to Big 
Nurse’s verbal humiliations during the group ther- 
apy sessions unprotestingly. McMurphy tells Hard- 
ing these sessions are like pecking parties, in which 
a flock of chickens rip one of their own to shreds, 
but Harding refuses to believe that Big Nurse does 
not intend to help him with these sessions. Under 
McMurphy’s influence, Harding gradually begins 
to see the truth—that the Big Nurse is slowly emas- 
culating the patients. When the Nurse lies to him 
about McMurphy’s return, he checks himself out 
of the hospital. 
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Mrs. Vera Harding 

Dale Harding’s attractive wife, who has been 
the subject of many of Big Nurse’s group-therapy 
meetings because Harding thinks Vera may be 
cheating on him. She makes a brief appearance on 
a cursory visit to her husband in the hospital, dur- 
ing which she flirts with many of the staff and in- 
mates and casts doubts on her husband’s manhood. 
Later, Harding returns home to her. 


Martini 

One the patients who often seems to be suf- 
fering hallucinations, a fact McMurphy uses to 
cheat against him in Monopoly. 


Colonel Matterson 

The oldest Chronic on the ward, a World War 
I veteran who lectures the other inmates by read- 
ing from his palm. 


Randle Patrick McMurphy 


McMurphy bursts on the well-ordered, claus- 
trophobic scene of the psychiatric ward like a psy- 
chological bombshell. Streetwise, smart, aggres- 
sive, vigorous, he challenges the status quo—the 
“way things are”—from day one. He introduces 
himself to everyone in the ward, shaking hands and 
filling the silence with loud laughter. Is this man 
mentally ill? Probably not. He has elected to be sent 
to the psychiatric hospital because he did not like 
to work on the prison farm, where he had six 
months to go before his release. His crime: statu- 
tory rape of a willing fifteen year old. The attrac- 
tion of the psychiatric hospital for him was the idea 
of enjoying better meals and an easier lifestyle. 
This is not exactly what he finds. 


McMurphy immediately engages in a long, 
hopeless, and endless battle with Big Nurse, a clas- 
sic control freak. What McMurphy has brought to 
the ward is a touch of normalcy. What Nurse 
Ratched wants is a group of docile and quiet men 
who do not upset or question how she has ordered 
things. It is their incarceration, voluntary or other- 
wise, upon which her job and role in life depends. 
Therefore McMurphy is the ultimate threat—a non- 
conformist who stirs the residents into a desire for 
action. He wakes them up out of the dullness and 
quiet in which they have been dwelling. In fact, he 
provides them with the beginning of a cure to their 
problems. 


The more successful McMurphy is at upsetting 
the status quo, the more intense the battle becomes 
between him and Nurse Ratched. He takes over as 
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boss of the endless poker game played by some of 
the Acutes. He also demands in group therapy 
meetings that democracy reign and that Nurse 
Ratched loosen up some of the ties that bind the 
residents to a senseless, rigid schedule that only 


serves to dehumanize them. 


McMurphy is a very funny character. But the 
humor ends when he discovers that Big Nurse has 
total control over his fate—over what treatment he 
receives and when he is discharged—because he is 
one of the two residents who have been commit- 
ted. The other is Chief, McMurphy’s best friend. 
What starts as a rollicking rebellion against au- 
thority becomes a tragedy. McMurphy is repeat- 
edly subjected to electric shock therapy. He man- 
ages to joke about it and to gather the strength to 
organize a fishing expedition for some of the men. 
His final challenge is a party at night in the ward 
that turns into a fiasco. The drunken orgy, com- 
plete with prostitutes, is McMurphy’s demise. Big 
Nurse finally pulls the plug and sends him for psy- 
chosurgery. He returns, lobotomized, as a human 
vegetable. All the lights in this bright mind and 
brave personality have been extinguished. His en- 
ergizing influence on the residents lives on, how- 
ever. Several leave to go home after McMurphy’s 
demise as their leader, and Chief Bromden escapes 
from the ward and heads for the country. Despite 
his final degradation to a vegetative state, he wins 
the fight for freedom that he has fought so bravely. 
But the rewards are not his. They belong to his fel- 
low patients. 


Old Pete 


See Pete Bancini 


Miss Pilbow 

One of Nurse Ratched’s timid assistants, Miss 
Pilbow has a highly noticeable blood-colored birth- 
mark. Because of Big Nurse’s warnings, she is 
frightened of McMurphy even when he speaks 
kindly to her. 


Public Relation 

An obnoxiously jolly public relations man who 
shows local society matrons around the ward, 
pointing out how great everything is. He is more 
concerned with the appearance of the ward than 
with the quality of life there. 


Nurse Ratched 

A sexless, rigid caricature of a nurse, Nurse 
Ratched imposes discipline on her ward with all the 
fervor of an Army nurse, which she had been. 
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Large, with huge breasts only partially disguised 
by her ultra-starched white uniform, she neverthe- 
less has a pretty, delicate face that belies her cru- 
elty. 


Manipulative to the core, the only thing that 
really matters to Ratched is her desire to control 
everything around her—the environment, the 
staff, the patients. She has rendered the staff doc- 
tor who is in charge of the ward helpless and in- 
effectual. Her methods are subtle: She speaks with 
the calm voice of reason, dealing with patients as 
though they are children. Her group therapy ses- 
sions are intentionally humiliating to patients. Her 
agenda clearly is to turn the group members 
against one another. That protects her from any 
unified action against her rules and her dominat- 
ing role. As long as everyone stays in line, she re- 
treats to her safe place—a glassed-in office over- 
looking the ward. 


Chief sums her up mentally as follows: “So af- 
ter the nurse gets her staff, efficiency locks the ward 
like a watchman’s clock. Everything the guys think 
and say and do is all worked out months in ad- 
vance, based on the little notes the nurse makes dur- 
ing the day. This is typed and fed into the machine 
I hear humming behind the steel door in the rear 
of the Nurses’ Station.” 


Small wonder that McMurphy becomes the ul- 
timate threat to her tight, close little domain. He 
demands that the patients be given rights. She be- 
lieves they have only the rights she decides to give 
them. Cruel in the extreme, she plays repetitious 
loud music over the ward’s speaker system, suc- 
cessfully drowning out normal conversation. As 
her battle with McMurphy intensifies, his hatred 
of her leads him to aggressive actions against her. 
Finally, he can stand no more. In his last battle 
against reasonless authority, he tries to strangle 
her. That may be the end of both of them, not just 
McMurphy, for his example inspires several of the 
inmates to check themselves out of the ward and 
out of her power. 

Nurse Ratched’s character has been the sub- 
ject of much critical discussion and even contro- 
versy, for several observers consider her a sexist 
stereotype of the controlling female. 


Rub-a-Dub George 


See George Sorenson 


Ruckly 
A Chronic who is considered one of the ward’s 
“failures.” Aggressive and violent before undergo- 
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ing a lobotomy, now all Ruckly can say is “Ffff- 
fuck da wife!” 


Sandy 

Candy’s prostitute friend, who does not make 
it to the fishing trip, but joins her at the clandes- 
tine ward party. 


Mr. Scanlon 


A stubborn patient preoccupied with explo- 
sives who depends on seeing the six o’clock news 
every day to make sure the country has not been 
bombed. He is one of the few Acutes who has been 
committed. He encourages Chief Bromden to leave 
after the Chief smothers McMurphy. 


Mr. Bruce Sefelt 


An epileptic, Sefelt is constantly suspicious 
that his anticonvulsant medication is causing severe 
medical problems, so he gives his drugs to 
Fredrickson, who worries about having fits. After 
McMurphy is sent away for an operation, Sefelt 
and Fredrickson sign out of the hospital together. 


George Sorenson 


A “big, toothless knotty old Swede” who has 
a fetish about cleanliness. When the group goes on 
a fishing trip organized by McMurphy, George is 
the captain. It turns out that he skippered a PT boat 
during World War II and was a fisherman for 
twenty-five years. After McMurphy’s lobotomy, he 
transfers to another ward. 


Dr. Spivey 

Dr. Spivey is generally spineless when dealing 
with Nurse Ratched, because his job depends on 
the hospital’s administrator, a woman who is an ex- 
Army friend of Nurse Ratched’s. Dr. Spivey finds 
McMurphy as amusing as the patients do, and dis- 
covers that he and McMurphy attended the same 
high school. He begins to assert his authority as a 
doctor, sticking up for the patients when they want 
to continue their basketball games and joining them 
on the hilarious fishing trip set up by McMurphy. 


Candy Starr 


McMurphy’s prostitute friend who joins the 
patients and the doctor on the fishing trip and later 
at McMurphy’s final jaunt, the party. She has sex 
with Billy Bibbit, which leads to tragedy. Her 
stereotypical portrayal as a “hooker with a heart of 
gold” has led some critics to call the book sexist. 
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Maxwell Wilson Taber 

A patient who is forcibly given a shot of med- 
icine after he questions what is in it. Chief Brom- 
den pictures him as a success story-—-a “Dismissal” 
who returns to the community, readjusted from his 
stay at the hospital. 


Mr. Turkle 

An older black man who is an orderly on the 
night shift. He treats the patients kindly, even 
though he fears if he is discovered he might be 
fired. He cooperates with McMurphy’s plans to 
have a party on the ward, but resigns the next day 
after things get out of hand. 


Mr. Warren 
See The Three Black Boys 


Mr. Washington 
See The Three Black Boys 


Mr. Williams 
See The Three Black Boys 


Themes 


Individual vs. Society 

The main action of One Flew Over the 
Cuckoo’s Nest consists of McMurphy’s struggles 
against the strict rules of Big Nurse Ratched. Her 
ward at the hospital is a society in itself, for it has 
its own laws and punishments, both for the inmates 
and for the orderlies and nurses who watch over 
them. McMurphy challenges the rules from the 
time he arrives, from upsetting the supposedly “de- 
mocratic” procedure of group therapy to brushing 
his teeth before the appointed time. By having Mc- 
Murphy question and ridicule Nurse Ratched’s lu- 
dicrous, controlling rules, Kesey portrays the indi- 
vidual’s struggle against a conformist society as a 
noble, meaningful task. McMurphy’s fight within 
the small world of the hospital can also be extended 
to the outside world. During the time Kesey was 
writing the novel, society emphasized conformity 
as a means of upholding law and order. Through 
the portrayal of one individual’s meaningful fight 
against a small society, Kesey brought into ques- 
tion the standards of his own society at large. 


Sanity and Insanity 
One of society’s standards provides the most 
pervasive theme in the book: What is sane—and 
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Topics for 
Further 
Study ` 


e Write a short essay or story on what would hap- 
pen if McMurphy took a job in a large corpora- 
tion with a formal culture and a hierarchical 
structure. Be imaginative. Create characters who 
represent a variety of corporate types (the boss, 
the flatterer, the slacker, the busybody). Do not 
change McMurphy’s personality, character, or 
behavior. 


* Research the definitions of various mental ill- 
nesses, such as schizophrenia. Was McMurphy 
mentally ill or just a maverick who didn’t fit into 
structured society? Defend your point of view 
with facts and illustrations. 


e If you consider McMurphy to be a hero, how 
would you categorize Chief Bromden? Defend 
your points with facts and illustrations from the 
book, and compare him to other characters in 
the book. 


e Research current laws concerning mental illness 
and criminal prosecution. Explain how a person 
might be classified as “mentally ill” and prose- 
cuted under current law, and explain whether or 
not McMurphy would have received the same 
sentencing today. 


what is insane? Is sanity conformance with society 
and its norms? Or is sanity a sense of self as sep- 
arate from society? These are questions that psy- 
chiatrists have wrestled with for over a century. Is 
it their job to reprogram a person to fit better into 
what may be an unsatisfactory life or a flawed so- 
ciety? Or is it their responsibility to guide a person 
toward self-realization, no matter how that differs 
from the norm of the patient’s environment? 


In portraying McMurphy’s struggles on the 
Acute/Chronic Ward, Kesey questions his society’s 
definitions of sanity, which seem to ask all people 
to conform to the same standards of behavior. 
When McMurphy discovers that many of the 
Acutes are at the hospital voluntarily, he wants to 
know why: “You, you’re not exactly the everyday 
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man on the street, but you’re not nuts.” Billy Bib- 
bit replies that they don’t have the “guts” to get 
along in outside society, but ironically, Nurse 
Ratched’s methods are designed to undermine the 
men’s confidence, not encourage it. In this way, 
Kesey portrays his society’s definition of “mad- 
ness” as something used by an authoritarian cul- 
ture to dehumanize the individual and replace it 
with an automaton that dwells in a safe, blind con- 
formity. His hero, McMurphy, is the person who 
sees through this sham. By showing his fellow pa- 
tients how to create their own standards of sanity, 
McMurphy leads a bunch of institutionalized ro- 
bots back towards their humanity. In the process, 
he suffers greatly and in fact lays down his life. 


Sacrifice 

McMurphy’s struggle against Nurse Ratched, 
although eventually lost, is shown to be a sacrifice 
which liberates his fellow inmates. As Scanlon en- 
courages Chief Bromden to escape at the end of the 
novel, he says that McMurphy “showed you how 
one time, if you think back.” Reinforcing this theme 
of sacrifice are the recurring images of crucifixion 
that appear throughout the book. Consider the pa- 
thetic character of the mind-destroyed Chronic El- 
lis, “nailed” in Chief’s eyes to the wall behind 
which sinister wires and machinery hum. Or the 
cross-shaped table on which the victims of elec- 
troshock therapy lie. The image of the cross is re- 
peated in Chief’s description of the position in 
which Sefelt lies after he suffers an epileptic 
episode: “His hands are nailed out to each side with 
the palms up and the fingers jerking open and shut, 
just the way I’ve watched men jerk at the Shock 
Shop strapped to the crossed table, smoke curling 
up out of the palms from the current.” 
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Point of View 


Kesey seems to follow a fairly straightforward 
course in unfolding the plot of One Flew Over the 
Cuckoo’s Nest. Except for a few flashbacks and di- 
gressions, the story is essentially told from begin- 
ning to end. The first-person (“I”) narrator Chief 
Bromden, however, is a schizophrenic—a person 
prone to hallucinations and delusions. As a result, 
the reader is sometimes unsure whether some of the 
events he describes really happened or not. After 
all, Chief believes he sees small mechanical items 
inside the capsules of medicine he receives and be- 
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lieves that a machine is responsible for creating the 
“fog” that enfolds his perceptions. Having Chief as 
a narrator also adds to the development of the story, 
however, for told through his eyes, the story un- 
folds in part through Chief’s changing emotional 
and intellectual state. After McMurphy leads the 
revolt over the World Series, for example, Chief 
notes that “there’s no more fog any place,” imply- 
ing that McMurphy is actually helping to bring san- 
ity to the ward. 


Setting 

The setting plays a pivotal role in the novel, 
especially because it rarely changes. By keeping 
the action in one place—the Chronic/Acute Ward 
of a mental institution—Kesey is able to create a 
whole society in miniature. As the novel opens, this 
society is an ordered holding pen for men who have 
various degrees of mental illness. When the out- 
sider McMurphy arrives, he brings the monoto- 
nous, repetitive qualities of this setting into focus. 
Only on one occasion does the action take place 
outside of the hospital, when the men go on the 
fishing party. With the vivid descriptions of this 
trip, the pace picks up as the men come alive. This 
provides further contrast to life on the ward, which 
is increasingly seen as cruel and dehumanizing. The 
author further enriches the setting with language 
that is strong, concrete, direct, and vivid. It brings 
the reader right into the midst of the action. 


Characterization 

The portrayal of the inmates of the institution, 
for the most part, are real and believable. Some 
are modeled on patients Kesey observed while do- 
ing night supervisory duty on a mental ward. For 
instance, the behavior of George Sorenson, known 
as “Rub-a-Dub,” who is so concerned about clean- 
liness he won’t touch anyone, is an example of ob- 
sessive-compulsive disorder. Especially moving is 
Chief’s slow awakening to a validation of himself 
as a person, after experiencing years of racial slurs 
and physical degradation. The novel’s portrayal of 
female and African American characters, however, 
is more problematic. Women are either control 
freaks who emasculate the men around them, such 
as Nurse Ratched, Vera Harding, and Billy Bib- 
bit’s mother, or objects for sexual gratification, 
such as the two hookers Candy and Sandy. The 
“black boys” Chief describes are alternately servile 
to their boss, Nurse Ratched, and cruel to the pa- 
tients, showing no emotion but hatred. While Mr. 
Turkle’s character is more sympathetic, he too is 
portrayed as fearful of authority and responsibil- 
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ity. While broad stereotypes such as these serve a 
purpose in creating a satire such as Cuckoo’s Nest, 
they have still led to accusations of sexism and 


racism. 


Historical Context 





The 1950s: Conformity and Change 

The late 1950s, the time period in which the 
book was written and set, saw the end of a decade 
in which people outside the mainstream were of- 
ten viewed with suspicion. The United States was 
engaged in a “cold war” with the Soviet Union, in 
which relations were tense and hostile even though 
no open warfare was declared. Americans feared 
the possibility of a nuclear conflict, and people 
identified as communist sympathizers—‘“reds”— 
were frequently ostracized and even persecuted for 
their supposed beliefs by government committees 
such as that headed by Senator Joseph McCarthy. 
But toward the end of the decade, a national re- 
bellion against civil injustice and cultural medioc- 
rity was in the making. Young people in particular 
began questioning the values and beliefs of those 
in power. One such group of people were the Beat 
Generation, who expressed their dissatisfaction 
with society through art, dress, and nonviolent ac- 
tion. Poetry readings were a common forum beat- 
niks used to communicate their ideas, and Allen 
Ginsberg’s 1955 poem “Howl” articulated what 
many people saw as the moral and social problems 
of the time. 


Groups such as the Beat generation became 
part of a larger movement known as the counter- 
culture. What began as a band of political protest- 
ers eventually gave rise in the 1960s to the hippies, 
a group dedicated to peace, love, and the quest to 
expand one’s inner horizons through the use of 
mind-altering drugs such as LSD. Kesey’s experi- 
ences bridged the two groups, for he was a subject 
in a scientific experiment on the effects of LSD— 
lysergic acid diethylamide-25, one of the most po- 
tent mind-altering chemicals known. The drug had 
been discovered in 1938 by the Swiss chemist Dr. 
Albert Hofmann, and scientists determined that 
when carefully regulated, LSD was nonfatal and 
could even be used in the treatment of such psy- 
chological disorders as schizophrenia. In treating 
these disorders, however, successful results were 
often marred by the sometimes dramatic and un- 
pleasant reactions—usually manifested in visual 
and/or audible hallucinations—that would accom- 
pany them. To the rising counterculture of the 
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Compare 
& 
Contrast 


¢ Early 1960s: In 1962, the Cold War reaches its 
most fevered pitch during the Cuban Missile 
Crisis. U.S. President John F. Kennedy imposes 
a naval blockade on Cuba after discovering ev- 
idence of Soviet missile construction on the is- 
land, and the U.S.S.R. goes on special military 
alert. 
Today: The Soviet Union no longer exists, and 
Russia, the largest country left from the Soviet 
breakup, has a democratically elected president. 
The Russian government’ s biggest problems are 
paying their military, funding the government, 
and rising organized crime. 

¢ Early 1960s: After the government shuts down 
official studies of LSD in the late 1950s, re- 
search into the effects of the hallucinogenic drug 
is carried on at a few universities. The drug, still 
legal, becomes popular with young people, par- 
ticularly members of the “counterculture.” 
Today: A controlled substance since 1966, LSD 
is illegal throughout the United States. Although 
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its popularity has largely been replaced by drugs 
like cocaine and heroin, its use has increased 
over the last decade. 


¢ Early 1960s: New thinking on the nature of 
mental illness—that it might not be medically 
related to the brain—leads to a decrease in the 
number of institutionalized patients. Where in 
1955 half of all hospital beds were occupied by 
the mentally ill, over the next two decades there 
is a 65% reduction in the number of mental pa- 
tients, many of whom end up on the street. 


Today: Many forms of mental illness, such as 
schizophrenia, have been traced to malfunctions 
in specific areas of the brain. Researchers have 
even located the genes which, if defective, can 
lead to certain types of mental illness. In 1997, 
the National Coalition for the Homeless esti- 
mated that 20-25% of all homeless people have 
some form of mental illness. 


1960s, LSD served as a way to help explore their 
own minds and expand their horizons. However, 
the hallucinations could induce aggressive, even 
dangerous, behavior in users, who also were prone 
to uncontrollable “flashback” episodes. LSD has 
been a controlled substance—illegal to make, dis- 
tribute, sell, or possess—since 1966, and Kesey 
himself has since disavowed the use of drugs, say- 
ing that the costs far exceed the benefits. 


Mental Illness and Its Treatment 

For many years in the United States, mental 
illness was often ignored or misinterpreted; treat- 
ment often consisted of nothing more than chain- 
ing or caging the sufferer. During the mid-1800s, 
attitudes regarding the mentally ill slowly began to 
change. Thanks to the efforts of humanitarian re- 
formers such as Dorothea Dix, millions of dollars 
were raised to establish state mental institutions ca- 
pable of caring for large numbers of patients. Af- 
ter World War II, when more soldiers were med- 


ically discharged because of neuropsychiatric dis- 
orders than for any other reason, the medical com- 
munity began to more closely evaluate the condi- 
tions that existed in the mental health care system. 

In the 1950s, advances in pharmaceuticals led 
to more methods of treatment for mental patients; 
in 1956, more patients were being discharged from 
U.S. mental institutions than admitted for the first 
time in over a century, many aided by prescribed 
drugs to manage irrational behavior. In addition to 
medication, the use of electroshock therapy and 
psychosurgery were common treatments for psy- 
chiatric disorders. Electroshock therapy, or ECT, 
was discovered in 1937 by two Italian psychiatrists 
who thought to apply an electrical charge directly 
to the brain. Despite the harsh stigma that has been 
unfairly associated with this type of treatment—in 
Kesey’s novel it is seen as a means of punishment 
rather than a cure—the use of electroshock therapy 
has proven immensely successful in cases involv- 
ing moderate to severe bouts of depression. Others 
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A patient undergoing a lobotomy, Dr. Freeman’s psychosurgical invention, 1949. 


argue that its side effects make it one of the more 
barbaric forms of legal medical procedures in the 
modern age. 


A third mode of treatment, and by far the most 
controversial, is the destruction of certain cells or 
fibers in the brain through surgical measures. At 
the onset, this technique was labeled a “lobotomy” 
because it required the removal of the frontal lobe 
of the brain. Later, with modern, more precise 
means of locating desired tissues, it is more com- 
monly referred to as psychosurgery. The first lo- 
botomy on record was performed in the United 
States in 1936 by Dr. Walter Freeman. Although 
original results proved successful in calming down 
patients with highly energetic or exceedingly vio- 
lent personalities, soon physicians began noticing 
undesirable effects on the patient’s mental and 
physical health. These effects are epitomized by 
Kesey’s character McMurphy after his experience 
in undergoing such surgery. 


Critical Overview 


When One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest was pub- 
lished in 1962, it was well received by the critics 
and swiftly gained popularity among college-age 
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readers. Critic Malcolm Cowley, one of Kesey’s 
teachers at Standard, commented in a letter to Ke- 
sey that the book (which he read in rough draft) 
contained “some of the most brilliant scenes I have 
ever read” and “passion like I’ve not seen in young 
writers before.” R. A. Jelliffe, writing in the 
Chicago Sunday Tribune Magazine of Books, 
praised the novel for its brilliant mixture of real- 
ism and myth, noting “this is an allegory with a dif- 
ference.” Time magazine praised Kesey for both his 
power and humor, describing the book as “a strong, 
warm story about the nature of human good and 
evil, despite the macabre setting.” While some ini- 
tial reviews faulted the novel as rambling, the ma- 
jority agreed with New York Times Book Review 
contributor Martin Levin that Cuckoo’s Nest was 
“a work of genuine literary merit.” 


It wasn’t long after the novel appeared, how- 
ever, that criticism arose over its negative portrayal 
of female characters. Julian Moynahan, for instance, 
argued in a 1964 New York Review of Books article 
that Cuckoo’s Nest was “a very beautiful and in- 
ventive book violated by a fifth-rate idea which 
made Woman, in alliance with modern technology, 
the destroyer of masculinity and sensuous enjoy- 
ment.” Similarly, Marcia L. Falk criticized the pop- 
ular acceptance of the work and its Broadway adap- 
tation in a 1971 letter to the New York Times. She 
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noted that people “never even noticed, or cared to 
question, the psychic disease out of which the 
book’s vision was born.” Other critics have de- 
fended the work by noting, for instance, that the 
negative female stereotypes are there to support the 
novel’s satire or that these negative characters are 
not truly representatives of women, but rather rep- 
resentatives of evil. Either way, the novel has in- 
spired many articles analyzing how it portrays gen- 
der conflict and defines masculinity and humanity 
in general. As Richard D. Maxwell wrote in Twenty- 
Seven to One: “It is apparent that Kesey is not 
putting the entire blame [on women for men’s loss 
of power].... It is the male who is allowing the fe- 
male and the corporation to chip away at his mas- 
culinity.” 

Another debated aspect of the novel has been 
its portrayal of racial groups, specifically the black 
orderlies who work on the ward. Chief expresses 
hatred for these men, who are little more than stu- 
pid and cruel stereotypes, and he and McMurphy 
often express their anger with racial slurs. Several 
critics have pointed out, however, that these men 
are seen through the mind of the Chief, who him- 
self has been the victim of prejudice as well as the 
“Combine” that dehumanizes people of all races. 
In this fashion Chief’s racial observations create an 
ironic commentary on the nature of racism, as Janet 
R. Sutherland remarked in English Journal: “Just 
as the reader has to look beyond the typically racist 
language of the inmate to find in the book as a 
whole a document of witness against the dehu- 
manizing, sick effects of racism in our society, so 
Bromden has to look beyond the perception of the 
world which limits his concept of self.” 


A large number of articles have examined how 
the novel defines the role of the hero in a society 
which stifles individuality, and who exactly is the 
hero of the novel. While some observers have ar- 
gued that McMurphy, who through his example and 
sacrifice shows the men how to escape, is the hero, 
many others suggest that it is Chief Bromden who 
is ultimately the hero of the work. While McMur- 
phy leads his “disciple” Bromden to a new under- 
standing, Barry H. Leeds noted in Connecticut Re- 
view, “it is not until the very end of the novel ... 
that it becomes clear that Bromden has surpassed 
his teacher in the capacity to survive in American 
society.” Ronald Wallace likewise argued in his 
The Last Laugh that Bromden rejects the “extreme” 
of total freedom and chaos that McMurphy repre- 
sents and “has recreated himself in his own best 
image: strong, independent, sensitive, sympathetic, 
and loving, with a comic perspective on his human 
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limitations.” In the Rocky Mountain Review of Lan- 
guage and Literature, Thomas H. Fick placed 
Bromden’s triumph as the hero in the tradition of 
the mythology of the American West, where a Na- 
tive American guides a white man to greater un- 
derstanding. Kesey has turned this myth on its side, 
noted Fick, creating “the first [instance], surely, 
that the Indian partner in such a pair has outlived 
his White brother.” The result, concluded the critic, 
is “a powerful novel which effectively translates 
into contemporary terms the enduring American 
concern with a freedom found only in—or in be- 
tween—irreconcilable oppositions.” 


Criticism 


Tan Currie 


Currie is a freelance writer based in British 
Columbia who has taught at Dalhousie University. 
In the following essay he looks at the cultural cli- 
mate that inspired the writing of One Flew over the 
Cuckoo’s Nest and discusses how a reader may in- 
terpret the book by keeping its origins in mind. 


One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest has sold over 
eight million copies since its publication in 1962. 
Imagine a first novel so relevant to popular audi- 
ences and universities alike that it has spawned an 
Academy Award-winning film as well as hundreds, 
if not thousands, of academic articles, essays, and 
dissertations. Ken Kesey’s first novel was certainly 
a blockbuster in every sense of the word, but what 
does this mean to readers thirty-five years and more 
after the fact? Cuckoo’s Nest captured the fear and 
uncertainty of a postwar generation who came of 
age with the still-new and very real possibility of 
total nuclear destruction. Dissatisfied with the easy 
answers and assurances of their parents’ generation, 
people began to explore for themselves new ways 
of coping with a rapidly changing world. The result 
was a culture of rebellion in the form of social 
protest, usually aided and abetted by the use of hal- 
lucinogenic drugs. Kesey’s novel, like many others 
written between the mid-1950s and the mid-1970s, 
is a chronicle of that exploration of new possibili- 
ties. In the years since the publication of Cuckoo’s 
Nest, new readers of the novel are not only further 
away in time from that era, they are also shaped by 
modern sensibilities about culture (especially mu- 
sic and literature) that were born in the 1960s. One 
Flew Over The Cuckoo’s Nest has endured because 
under these influences and through the passage of 
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time, reading the novel has become a much more 
complicated task. 


Perhaps the biggest of these ongoing influ- 
ences is Kesey himself. Although his celebrity sta- 
tus has considerably diminished, he was for years 
as well known as anyone in popular culture. Tom 
Wolfe, a novelist and frequent contributor to 
Rolling Stone and Esquire magazines, wrote a 
novel (The Electric Kool-Aid Acid Test ) about Ke- 
sey and his group of friends, the Merry Pranksters. 
The group, including authors Larry McMurtry and 
Ken Babbs, met at Stanford University in 1959, and 
many volunteered for government experiments 
with LSD and related pharmaceuticals. Their most 
famous stunt was a cross-country bus trip made 
with movie cameras in hand so that the trip could 
be made into “The Movie.” In 1961, Kesey volun- 
teered on the mental ward of a veteran’s hospital, 
whose patients inspired the characters in Cuckoo's 
Nest. 


The novel’s narrator is Chief “Broom” Brom- 
den, 2 man whose madness stems from a long 
process of isolation from his community of Native 
Americans in Oregon. This ultimately leads to con- 
finement in the asylum and an attempted with- 
drawal from all of his surroundings as he feigns 
deafness and dumbness. Similarly, he clings to the 
drug-induced “fog” that he perceives around him 
because “you can slip back in it and feel safe.” He 
needs to feel safe from “The Combine,” that evil 
mechanical power whose stronghold is the mental 
hospital, and whose chief instrument is Big Nurse 
Ratched 


Bromden’s situation paints a tiny picture of so- 
ciety as many saw it in the 1960s. Individual needs 
and desires were becoming less individual; gov- 
ernment and corporate powers seemed to be either 
marginalizing these needs or making them conform 
to arbitrary moral standards about everything from 
race to sex to drugs and alcohol (Kesey himself was 
in and out of court and jail for over a year on the 
basis of a marijuana possession charge). Bromden’s 
reaction is to withdraw from a society that wants 
control over him. He retains some sense of himself 
by pretending to be overcome by Nurse Ratched; 
this allows him to see and hear things that others 
do not. For example, he is permitted to clean the 
staff room during meetings because he is assumed 
to be deaf. 


Into this world marches Randle P. McMurphy. 
A confessed con-man and brawler, he is determined 
to manipulate the system rather than allow it to ma- 
nipulate him. While serving a sentence in a work 
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What 
Do I Read 
Next? 


e In the 1986 collection Demon Box, Kesey re- 
flects on his experiences as a member of the 
counterculture in the 1960s and 1970s. 





¢ J.D. Salinger’s classic of adolescent rebellion, 
The Catcher in the Rye (1951) tells of how six- 
teen-year-old Holden Caulfield rebels against all 
that he perceives as phony in upper-middle-class 
1940s society. 


¢ The semiautobiographical novel The Bell Jar 
(1963), by poet Sylvia Plath, traces protagonist 
Esther Greenwood’s battles with depression as 
she struggles to find her place in a society which 
limits women’s roles to that of wife and mother. 


¢ Nobody Nowhere (1992) is Donna Williams’s 
powerful autobiography about growing up autis- 
tic—unable to process emotions normally—and 
discovering how to relate to the outside world. 


e Mary Jane Ward’s classic 1946 novel The Snake 
Pit tells of a young woman’s year of treatment 
in a mental hospital. The book inspired a 1948 
movie of the same title, starring Olivia de Hav- 
illand, which in turn prompted legislation on 
treatment for the mentally ill in several states. 


camp, he gains access to the comparatively easy 
life of the mental hospital by playing at insanity as 
a fighting madman. Once admitted to Big Nurse’s 
ward, he begins to subvert her systematic control 
by using it against her: his first big victory about 
television privileges during the World Series is 
gained through authorized patient voting, and he 
turns Doctor Spivey, the ward psychiatrist, to his 
side on issues like the basketball team and the fish- 
ing expedition. In the process, other patients are 
urged to do the same. Cheswick becomes more ar- 
gumentative; voluntary inmates like Harding and 
the innocent Billy Bibbit begin to think about leav- 
ing, and Bromden defeats his fear of the system by 
choosing to speak again, and eventually escapes 
from the hospital. 
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Of course, the system is not defeated so eas- 
ily. Cheswick kills himself out of despair when 
McMurphy temporarily gives up the fight for fear 
of being permanently committed; Billy Bibbit kills 
himself rather than face his mother with the shame 
of having slept with a prostitute; and McMurphy 
is lobotomized into a comatose state by Nurse 
Ratched when he is finally pushed too far and tries 
to kill her. If the mental ward is a miniature ver- 
sion, a microcosm, of the world as seen by a gen- 
eration of young people in the 1960s, then these 
losses are symbolic of a warning. In the fight be- 
tween the individual and those who would disem- 
power him or her, there will be losses, and a clear 
winner may not emerge. McMurphy loses his life, 
certainly, but in the process, Chief Bromden re- 
gains his, as do Sefelt, Frederickson and three 
other voluntary patients who choose the dangers 
of freedom over the safety of a controlled envi- 
ronment. 


These distinctions make for grey areas in any 
modern reading of the novel. Big Nurse Ratched 
and the system with which she controls the hospi- 
tal are clearly evil, and McMurphy’s ultimate sac- 
rifice on behalf of his friends on the ward is clearly 
good. But do readers still see all of society re- 
flected in Big Nurse’s hospital? Do we, like Ke- 
sey and like so many novelists of his generation, 
see the same need to fight or escape from a tyran- 
nical society? 


One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest fits into a 
series of works that set a protagonist in search of 
freedom against a society determined to restrict that 
freedom. In 1953, Ralph Ellison published The In- 
visible Man. In it, Ellison chillingly portrays a black 
man bouncing off the walls of a white world where 
he had no voice and no power. Jack Kerouac’s 1957 
novel On the Road is a much less gloomy novel 
that focuses on freedom rather than constraint. Its 
protagonist is Dean Moriarty, an unstoppable 
vagabond who pursues women, jazz music, and 
marijuana on coast-to-coast rides across the coun- 
try in borrowed cars. Other members of Kerouac’s 
“Beat Generation” included Lawrence Ferlinghetti, 
William Burroughs, and Allen Ginsberg, whose 
long poem “Howl” (1956) is just that: a long and 
bitter complaint that “the best minds of [his] gen- 
eration” have been destroyed by a brutally cold so- 
ciety. In 1961, Joseph Heller published Catch-22, 
in which the members of a World War II bomber 
squadron find themselves in absurd and unfair con- 
flict with their superior officers and the rules and 
regulations they control. This trend continues in the 
more obscure works of John Barth and Thomas 


Pynchon. Pynchon’s 1973 novel Gravity’s Rain- 
bow depicts a World War II U.S. Army soldier 
whose entire life is a sinister experiment by world 
governments and international corporations. 

Like these novels, Cuckoo’s Nest raises seri- 
ous issues about the individual’s relationship with 
an often unfair society. Perhaps because these is- 
sues have become less central to contemporary 
readers, literary critics have over the years chosen 
very different paths in discussing Kesey’s novel. 
Early interviews with Kesey reveal a standard in- 
terpretation of the novel. One, in The Whole Earth 
Catalog, has the interviewer asking questions like, 
“Do you think policemen and Richard Nixon and 
the rich people who run the country can relate to 
that?” Some years later, Leslie Fiedler and Carol 
Pearson argued that the novel owes more to ancient 
myths than social turmoil. Fiedler sees in the novel 
a pattern that dates back to ancient English verse, 
in which “the white outcast” (McMurphy) and the 
“noble Red Man” (Bromden) join forces against 
“home and mother” (Big Nurse). Pearson finds an- 
other myth wherein the buffoon (McMurphy) and 
the quiet hero (Bromden) defeat an evil king (Big 
Nurse) who has laid waste to the kingdom in pur- 
suit of ultimate power. 

Fiedler and other critics also see the novel as 
an updated version of the western. McMurphy 
(“He’s got iron on his heels and he rings it on the 
floor like horseshoes”) is the cowboy come to a 
corrupt town to set it right. Still another interpre- 
tation, popularized by Joseph Waldmeir, is that 
Cuckoo’s Nest is a “Novel of the Absurd,” a novel 
that presents an unreasonable, impossible world 
with usually comic results. Another critical catch- 
phrase is “the Carnivalesque”: some critics be- 
lieve that the novel fits into an ancient tradition 
of stories whose meaning derives from the plea- 
sures and perils of wild carnivals. These critics 
usually point to the disorganized fun McMurphy 
brings to the ward with basketball, gambling, and 
fishing, despite Big Nurse’s efforts to spoil the 
party. These different critical points of view all 
bring something to a modern reader’s under- 
standing of the novel. 

Any interpretation of One Flew Over the 
Cuckoo’s Nest, however, must address basic story 
elements like character and narrative voice. As crit- 
ical views multiply, this task becomes more diffi- 
cult. For example, if this is truly a “Novel of the 
Absurd” that portrays an impossible, unrealistic 
world, what can we say about characters like Mc- 
Murphy and Bromden? If they are not supposed to 
represent real people with real emotions and moti- 
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vations, they are flat characters stripped of much 
of what Kesey has given them. Yes, McMurphy’s 
behavior is sometimes inhuman. It seems doubtful 
that anyone could remain untouched by the multi- 
tude of shock treatments he undergoes, and his 
emotional reactions are not consistent: he barely 
notices Cheswick’s suicide, while Billy Bibbitt’s 
sends him over the edge. But Kesey does make the 
effort to round out McMurphy’s character: “I'd see 
him do things ... like painting a picture at OT with 
real paints on a blank paper ... or like writing let- 
ters to somebody in a beautiful flowing hand.” And 
once, he even looks “upset and worried.” 


We must also remember that all these obser- 
vations are Chief Broom’s. Bromden is both a char- 
acter and the narrator who tells the story, and he is 
certainly insane. Perhaps the novel only seems ab- 
surd because its narrator believes that most every- 
one around him is built of metal, springs, and cogs. 
This type of narration makes it difficult to distin- 
guish between the observations of the storyteller, 
Bromden, and the insights of the novelist, Kesey. 
For example, when McMurphy moves to kill Nurse 
Ratched, Bromden sees “slow, mechanical ges- 
tures” and hears “iron in his bare heels ring sparks 
out of the tile.” At this point, we either hear Brom- 
den telling us that McMurphy in nothing but boxer 
shorts is still the cowboy hero, or we hear Kesey 
telling us that McMurphy has lost and become one 
with his enemy, as mechanical and metallic as “The 
Combine” itself. 


The greatest challenge presented by One Flew 
Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, and by any novel of its 
stature in American literature, is to find the right 
balance of critical insight and personal opinion. 
Ken Kesey has gone on to write ten works of fic- 
tion and nonfiction, and the criticism and reviews 
of these books are ongoing. Kesey’s second pub- 
lished novel, Sometimes a Great Notion explores 
many of the same themes we see in Cuckoo’s Nest, 
as its hero Hank Stamper struggles for freedom and 
independence within his Oregon home town. If 
Cuckoo’s Nest is the first in Kesey’s line of works 
to explore the theme of individual freedom, then it 
is the modern reader’s enviable task to read it with 
a sort of double vision: one eye on the social his- 
tory that inspired Kesey and his generation, and one 
eye on the contemporary critical views that con- 
tinue to expand our understanding of it. 


Source: Ian Currie, in an essay for Novels for Students, Gale, 
1997, 


Volume 2 


Flew 


Over the Cuckoo’s Nest 


Laura Quinn 


In the following excerpt, Quinn argues that de- 
spite its language, sexual content, and graphic por- 
trayal of psychological treatments, One Flew over 
the Cuckoo’s Nest can be a valuable subject for 
high-school discussion if issues of sexism and 
racism are addressed. 


One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, Ken Ke- 
sey’s 1962 novel of life in a hospital for the men- 
tally ill, is a document of the sixties. Its anti-insti- 
tutionalism, its celebration of boisterous rebellion 
against a seemingly rational (but actually unneces- 
sarily repressive) establishment spoke to a genera- 
tion of long-haired beaded and bearded anti-war ac- 
tivists. That the novel records something important 
to that era is not enough (perhaps) to justify its in- 
clusion in a public school curriculum; we generally 
seek a universal and timeless quality in the works 
we teach to students. One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s 
Nest possesses this broader vision, however, and 
transcends its own timeliness by addressing a so- 
cial problem that is both ever and omnipresent— 
that of the relationship between institutional au- 
thority and individual and/or subjected group desire 
for autonomy and _ self-determination. Kesey’s 
novel raises crucial questions about power and con- 
trol, about how groups establish and maintain the 
particular kind of order that they deem necessary 
to their survival, about ways in which the “con- 
trolled” resist that order. This book belongs in the 
high school curriculum for the following reasons: 


a) It “opens” the issue of social control in the 
truest sense. The novel offers no simple answers to 
the question of what to do with the “dysfunc- 
tional”—-with those whose behavior disrupts the so- 
cial order. While some of the ward’s inmates are 
there for socio-cultural reasons (Chief Bromden, 
the narrator, most notably), others are “voluntary,” 
that is, self-committed and clearly hiding from a 
threatening and hostile outside world; still others 
are Chronics, the radically dysfunctional psychi- 
cally and physically, in need of total institutional 
care—though the question is repeatedly raised in 
the novel of whether the institution itself is not the 
agent of much of the dysfunction of its wards. 


b) It treats a problem that is particularly rele- 
vant to teenaged readers, whose chafing under in- 
stitutional rules and constraints and whose am- 
bivalence toward authority is often acute. 


c) It is a readable book, dramatic, immediate, 
accessible to young readers. 
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d) It is a work of substantial literary merit that 
features an interesting narrative situation—Chief 
Bromden, the towering Indian who has posed as a 
deaf-mute on the ward for many years, narrates the 
novel, creating a complex, ironic, and privileged 
perspective on events and personalities in the hos- 
pital, privileged by virtue of his deaf-mute disguise 
which tricks authority figures into speaking freely 


in his presence. 


e) Finally, it is a work that is seriously prob- 
lematic in its treatment of gender and race. While 
this might seem a spurious asset in our age of mul- 
ticultural and gender-balanced curricular impera- 
tives, I believe that the particular nature of its race 
and gender problems as a text makes these issues 
accessible at the high school level in illuminating 
ways. Far from justifying any censorship in the in- 
terests of political correctness, the novel’s lapses 
afford teaching opportunities (to be elaborated later 
in this chapter). 


The novel’s structure is that of a contest be- 
tween Nurse Ratched and Randle McMurphy, the 
new guy on the block/ward. The contest is waged 
and staged in the mind of Chief Bromden, whose 
narrative goes back in time (when prompted to do 
so by disturbing events on the ward) to recall his 
father’s degradation at the hands of white govern- 
ment agents who coerced him into selling the tribal 
lands. In shame his father descended into drunken 
oblivion while the young son lapsed into silence as 
a means of self-protection and as a reaction to the 
discovery that he was a voiceless nonentity any- 
way in the white community. In addition to his si- 
lenced persona, the Chief (his ward nickname) has 
developed the theory of the “Combine,” his reifi- 
cation of the ubiquitous social contro! machine 
which subdues all autonomous human behavior by 
means of wires, fogs, implants, recording devices, 
and robotics; only, he muses, moving targets like 
McMurphy, those who stay outside of and on the 
edges of institutions, can evade the Combine, and 
their evasions are precarious. The notion of the 
Combine is important, because it connects the 
abuses of authority within the hospital to the larger 
society outside; as one patient, Harding, says, (re- 
ferring to the submissiveness of the ward’s popu- 
lation) ““we are—the rabbits, one might say, of the 
rabbit world!’ Clearly the inmates/rabbits have 
been waiting for a savior, for a newcomer with “a 
very wolfy roar’ to model resistance to the form 
that the Combine takes on the hospital ward, to the 
“Big Nurse.”... 
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Since it achieved popularity in the sixties, One 
Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest has been subject to 
censorship in the public school system in the United 
States.... All of these charges are, from a surface 
standpoint, understandable; the novel contains 
four-letter words in abundance, and McMurphy ex- 
presses his sexuality blatantly, constantly, and in a 
sexist manner. Moreover, the four-letter words and 
the sexual language are uttered by characters with 
whom we sympathize and identify, often in reac- 
tion to characters with far more propriety and in- 
stitutional legitimacy whom we, as readers, loathe. 
The book, thus, seems to advocate or at least sanc- 
tion profanity and male sexual braggadocio. Fur- 
ther, it seems to encourage and support disruptive, 
anti-authoritarian behavior. The reader experiences 
exhilaration when McMurphy puts his fist through 
the nurses’ station window to grab a forbidden pack 
of cigarettes; we applaud the weekend furlough 
fishing expedition in which the group from the 
ward, led by Mac, steals a fishing boat. Disregard 
for rules, property, and the fights of others on the 
part of protagonist/heroes may (somewhat under- 
standably) not be what parents and teachers beset 
with disciplinary problems want their children to 
celebrate in their reading. 


Those who don’t find raw language, sexual re- 
marks or mutinous behavior necessarily offensive 
in reading material for young people may still take 
issue with One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest for 
two other reasons: first, it contains disturbing ma- 
terial that some may find too distressing for young 
readers. Kesey depicts electro-shock therapy and 
lobotomy graphically. The patients who die in the 
text die gruesomely—Cheswick, Mac’s first disci- 
ple, drowns in the therapeutic swimming pool when 
his fingers get stuck in the grate at the bottom; Billy 
Bibbit, the over-aged, underdeveloped stutterer, 
cuts his own throat when Big Nurse threatens to 
tell his overpowering mother of his sexual escapade 
with a prostitute, sneaked onto the ward by Mc- 
Murphy; the lobotomized Irish hero himself is 
smothered, flailing in his bed, by the Chief.... 


This is a difficult moment for a reader. The re- 
sistance of McMurphy’s body to death is consis- 
tent with his character, the euthanasia decision 
taken by the Chief may be controversial, the ho- 
moerotic overtones of the passage are unmistak- 
able. Even though the novel ends on a positive note 
with the empowering and the escape of the Chief, 
much of what facilitates his liberation is brutal. 


The second “liberal” objection to the novel as 
a high school text is to its stereotyped treatment of 
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blacks and women. Big Nurse’s hatchet men are 
three black orderlies who are despised and feared 
by patients, are referred to as boys, coons, and nig- 
gers at various moments in the text, and who are 
presented as being lazy and sneaky. The Chief first 
presents the trio to us in this way: 


They’re out there. Black boys in white suits up be- 
fore me to commit sex acts in the hall and get mopped 
up before I can catch them. 


The black orderlies are “them,” the enemy, or, 
at least, agents of the enemy Big Nurse. They are 
sneaky, perverted, and sadistic (in the eyes of the 
inmate/narrator), but they are also powerless, like 
the patients, in the face of Big Nurse’s authority 
and powerful manipulative skills. She is herself, of 
course, a stereotyped castrating female of mythic 
proportions. Chief Bromden alludes to her size and 
sees her grow larger at times—this from a man who 
is 6’8’’ whom Mac calls the biggest Indian he’s 
ever seen. Big Nurse is also known as Mother 
Ratched by the male patients. The Chief gives us 
McMurphy assessing her power in these terms: 


There’s something strange about a place where the 
men won’t let themselves loose and laugh, something 
strange about the way they all knuckle under to that 
smiling flour-faced old mother there with the too red 
lipstick and the too big boobs. 


That “something strange” is what Mac, new- 
comer on the ward, is so incredulous about—the 
fact that grown men tremble in the formidable 
woman’s presence. She fuels the Chief’s imagina- 
tion in a variety of interesting ways; he, whose 
white mother tricked his Indian father into selling 
tribal land, whose father took the white mother’s 
name upon their marriage, believes that a gust of 
cold follows Big Nurse as she walks through the 
ward, believes that, as she gets angry, “she blows 
up bigger and bigger, big as a tractor, so big I can 
smell the machinery inside the way you smell a mo- 
tor pulling too big a load.” Images of cold steel, 
machinery, wires, porcelain, hard glitter, and white- 
ness are what he repeatedly associates with her. She 
is the nexus of all of his fears, and the main rea- 
son the Chief grows to love and admire McMur- 
phy is that the latter refuses to fear her. 


Authority, then, in the novel is female—a 
large-breasted mother figure, “a bitch and a buz- 
zard and a ballcutter.” Strong women are evil and 
emasculating. The women viewed positively in the 
novel are the kind-hearted whores whom Mac in- 
troduces to the men and the sympathetic—and very 
tiny—Japanese nurse who works on the Disturbed 
ward. Once authority is constituted in this gendered 
manner—and once the clichéd mother/whore di- 
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chotomy is established in the novel— the form that 
resistance “naturally” takes is that of machismo, of 
the restoration and re-emergence of phallic power. 
The intellectual and articulate patient, Harding, ex- 
plains to McMurphy that “we are victims of a ma- 
triarchy here, my friend,” and a bit later refers to 
big Nurse as being “impregnable.” All of the chal- 
lenges that McMurphy organizes against institu- 
tional authority are reassertions of maleness— 
poker games, fishing trips, watching the World 
Series on television, smuggling in prostitutes, 
drinking, locker-room jokes, insistently asking Big 
Nurse if she wears C or D cups. A teacher or par- 
ent may well hesitate to recommend or teach a text 
in which the center of authority is a large, white 
mother figure, the subordinate authority figures are 
black males, and the endorsed protagonists are all 
subjugated white males (with the exception of 
Chief Bromden, whose treatment as a Native Amer- 
ican figure in the text also partakes of cliché and 
stereotype, even if he is given the subject position 
of narrator) who are exuberantly acting out ado- 
lescent male fantasies of competition and sexual 
aggression. One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest is a 
text which violates a whole spectrum of contem- 
porary versions of “political correctness.” 


1 wish to argue that it is the proliferation of 
“problems” with the book that combines with its 
anti-authoritarian appeal to render this novel a prof- 
itably teachable text for high school students. In- 
deed, each of the objections presented above (and 
there may well be more I’ ve missed)—to the book’s 
language, its sexuality, its anti-institutionalism, its 
particularly disturbing violence, its racism, sexism, 
celebration of machismo—can open stimulating, il- 
luminating, and, indeed, vital classroom discus- 
sions.... 


[For instance,] any teacher of this text must ad- 
dress the problems of racial and sexual stereotypes 
directly. At one point early in the novel Chief 
chronicles the history of black “boys” who have 
come and gone as ward workers: 


The first one she gets five years after I been on the 
ward, a twisted sinewy dwarf the color of cold as- 
phalt. His mother was raped in Georgia while his 
papa stood by tied to the hot iron stove with plow- 
traces, blood streaming into his shoes. The boy 
watched from a closet, five years old and squinting 
his eyes to peep out the crack between the door and 
the jamb, and he never grew an inch after. 


The Chief has contempt for this black dwarf 
as he has for all of the orderlies, but he does sup- 


ply us with this mitigating narrative, one that calls 
attention to and makes connection with the experi- 
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ence of people of color in the United States. The 
Chief also lets us know that Big Nurse treats her 
black orderlies (wonderful job title in this institu- 
tional context) in a degrading, dehumanizing man- 
ner; they, in turn, “kick ass below,” by mistreating 
the patients. The fact that their jobs are demeaning, 
low-level, no doubt poorly paid, dangerous, and un- 
likely to lead anywhere needs to be brought to light 
in a discussion of the treatment of race in the novel. 
When Chief Bromden awakes one night (he is tied 
to his bed) to discover one of the orderlies scrap- 
ing his carefully hoarded and rechewed gum from 
the underside of his bunk, we see all the pathos and 
degradation of the orderlies’ work life, of the 
Chief’s poverty (he is a ward indigent) and of the 
antagonism that this institution generates in two 
characters who may have a connection to one an- 
other as men of color in white America. Discus- 
sions of race and racism in the novel must attend 
to such narrative moments, to the position of the 
black orderlies within the institution, and to the 
class and ethnic background that helps to account 
for McMurphy’s bantering racist remarks. 


It is not, alas, so easy to mitigate the castrat- 
ing female stereotype that Big Nurse embodies nor 
the way in which institutional power and authority 
are so aggressively gendered in the novel. Here, it 
is crucial to bring students to an understanding of 
the limitations of first person narrative. Big Nurse 
is far more a creation of the Chief’s and other res- 
idents’ imaginations than she is a representative re- 
ality. Deep archetypal male fear of a dominant 
mother figure finds expression in her narrative 
treatment. The Chief’s own experience of his trai- 
torous white mother is projected onto Big Nurse. 
Student readers must learn to step back from the 
narrative perspective to see that the Chief’s unreli- 
ability—to a degree—lies in his overblown sense 
of this woman—a distortion in which all of the res- 
idents participate. Because so much of the Chiefs 
experience is perceived metaphorically—the wires, 
gadgets, buttons, fog machine, that he sees Big 
Nurse manipulating are metaphors for her manip- 
ulative skills, institutional power, and pharmaceu- 
tical regime—her representation in his narrative 
can, by extension, be seen as metaphoric; indeed, 
the way in which she grows larger and then reverts 
to size for him, regularly, places her in the 
metaphoric field. Careful readerly attention to those 
moments in which she expands in the Chief’s eyes 
will help students to see her as an allegorized force 
rather than a realistic character in the novel. Still, 
we must eventually confront the distressing artis- 
tic choice that Kesey made when he chose to pre- 





sent his conflict in gendered terms. I find myself 
resisting angrily the unfairness of such a portrait of 
power, of locating what is vile and repressive in 
the novel in a female figure that is granted no mit- 
igating story of her own, no redemptive moments, 
no context that will at least reveal her power to be 
exceptional, unusual, un-nurse-like. Nonetheless, I 
would teach this book to high school students. In 
teaching it, as a feminist teacher, I would engage 
in the following interventions: 


a) I would acknowledge to students—at an ad- 
vanced rather than an early stage of the discussion, 
so as not to establish mine as the “original” posi- 
tion on gender in the novel—my resistance to the 
use to which Big Nurse is put in the text. 


b) I would encourage full discussion of gender 
and power, of male fears of emasculation, or the 
mother as a site of power, of the way in which Big 
Nurse’s body—her breasts in particular—becomes 
the target of male anger. 


c) I would pair One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s 
Nest with a parallel text that represents institutional 
power as male; Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s “The 
Yellow Wallpaper’ or Margaret Atwood’s The 
Handmaid’s Tale could each engage Kesey’s novel 
in a dialectic that would preclude reductive reader 
acceptance of Big Nurse as quintessential female 
power principle. 


Finally, the novel opens one way out of the 
gendered deadiock that it creates, and that is the 
particular form that male bonding ultimately takes 
in the narrative; there is identifiable tenderness in 
this bond that transcends the locker room talk, the 
poker games, the fishing trip, the “rape” of Big 
Nurse as projected solution to the ward’s problems. 
The group develops a solidarity, sensitivity, and 
protectiveness that permits McMurphy to subside 
for a while as their leader/savior when he begins to 
realize the price he will pay for assuming that role. 
When he does pay this price—the lobotomy—for 
having resumed leadership to avenge the death of 
Billy Bibbit, the love which prompts Chief to mur- 
der him is much like that which moves George to 
shoot Lenny in Of Mice and Men. After Chief 
breaks his silence and he and Mac have their first 
conversation from their neighboring bunks, the In- 
dian experiences a strong urge to touch McMur- 
phy. He fears for his masculinity at first, then re- 
alizes that he just wants to touch him because of 
who he is and what he means to all of the men on 
the ward. McMurphy’s gift to him includes more 
than the power to speak, more than the restoration 
of his mammoth strength— it includes the power 
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to love and, thereby, goes some distance toward 
subverting the machismo that provides so much of 
the text’s momentum. 


One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest is rich in 
teaching possibilities; it stimulates literary, cul- 
tural, historical, and psychological questions. It is 
alas, for many of us, a problematic text. Because 
the classroom is a space in which teachers and stu- 
dents can and should grapple with difficult prob- 
lems, this book should be taught. 


Source: Laura Quinn, “Moby Dick vs. Big Nurse: A Fem- 
inist Defense of a Misogynist Text: One Flew Over the 
Cuckoo’s Nest,” in Censored Books: Critical Viewpoints, 
edited by Nicholas J. Karolides, Lee Burress, and John M. 
Kean, Scarecrow Press, 1993, pp. 398-413. 


Elizabeth McMahan 


In the following essay, McMahan argues that 
despite the sexist portrayal of Nurse Ratched’s 
character, One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest can 
be a valuable book for classroom study when is- 
sues of sexism are addressed. 


Ken Kesey’s One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s 
Nest is a good novel—a really teachable novel. Stu- 
dents get caught up in it and are eager to talk about 
the characters and to explore the ramifications of 
the partial allegory. But despite these positive qual- 
ities, Cuckoo’s Nest is a sexist novel. Certainly I 
don’t want to discourage anyone from teaching it, 
but I do urge that colleagues should present the 
novel in a way that will disclose its concealed sex- 
ist bias. In order to get at the invidious aspect of 
Cuckoo’s Nest, let me review the way Kesey struc- 
tures his microcosm. 


The novel offers a compelling presentation of 
the way society manipulates individuals in order to 
keep the bureaucracy running smoothly. The men- 
tal hospital is “a little world Inside that is a made 
to scale prototype of the big world Outside,” with 
both worlds being operated by the Combine, Chief 
Broom’s appropriate name for the Establishment. 
A combine is a group united to pursue commercial 
or political interests and is also a machine that cuts 
off and chews up and spits out a product. Kesey 
has fused both meanings in his image, with the by- 
product being us—the members of society. 


Boss of that “factor for the Combine” is the 
Big Nurse, the embodiment of the castrating fe- 
male. If you’re old enough to remember Philip 
Wylie’s Generation of Vipers, you have met the 
Big Nurse before: she is Mom. Wylie described her 
this way: 
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She is a middle-aged puffin with an eye like a hawk 
that has just seen a rabbit twitch far below. She is 
about twenty-five pounds overweight ... with sharp 
heels and a hard backhand which she does not regard 
as a foul but a womanly defense. In a thousand of 
her there is not sex appeal enough to budge a hermit 
ten paces off a rock ledge. 


You remember good old Mom. Kesey calls her 
Miss Ratched and thus acknowledges her role as a 
tool of the Combine. A ratchet is a mechanism that 
engages the teeth of a wheel permitting motion in 
one direction only. Kesey’s metaphor is perfect. 
The ward is littered with casualties of “‘momism”: 
Billy Bibbit’s stuttering began with his first word, 
M-m-m-m-mama; Ruckley’s only utterance through- 
out the novel is “Ffffuck da wife”; Harding’s neu- 
rosis stems from inferiority feelings agitated by his 
wife’s “ample bosom”; Chief Broom’s self-concept 
shrank in sympathy with his once-powerful father 
after, he says, “my mother made him too little to 
fight any more and he gave up.” McMurphy, on the 
other hand, has escaped the controls of the Com- 
bine because he has “no wife wanting new 
linoleum.” 


Kesey’s eye is accurate in his depiction of this 
microcosm. The ward hums along on beams of fear 
and hate. The black boys are clearly serving the 
Combine in order to wreak vengeance on their 
white oppressors. The best hater of the bunch, “a 
dwarf the color of cold asphalt,” peered from a 
closet at age five to watch his mother’s rape, “while 
his papa stood by tied to the hot iron stove with 
plow traces, blood streaming into his shoes.” Ke- 
sey makes his point melodramatically clear: the 
blacks are portrayed as villains because society has 
victimized them. They are merely retaliating. 


But why is the Big Nurse so eager to emascu- 
late the men in her charge? Why does she serve as 
a dedicated tool of the Combine? This is a ques- 
tion Kesey never answers; he apparently never 
thinks to ask it. He understands and castigates the 
injustice of prejudice against Indians. Remember 
how Chief Broom developed his habit of feigning 
deaf and dumbness: it was his response to people, 
he says, “that first started acting like I was too dumb 
to hear or see or say anything at all.” You recall 
how the Indians are conned out of their homes and 
their way of life by the sneering, deprecating white 
people from town. Kesey shows himself sympa- 
thetic to oppressed minorities in our society. But 
what about our oppressed majority? 


It never seems to occur to Kesey that possibly 
the Big Nurse relishes her job as “ball cutter” for 
precisely the same reason that the black boys take 


3 


One Flew Over the Cuckoo 

pleasure in their work. But anyone who has read 
Germain Greer’s The Female Eunuch can see in the 
novel the fulfillment of the biblical injunction: an 
eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth, a castration for 
a castration. Philip Wylie thirty years ago observed 
that “the mealy look of men today is the result of 
momism and so is the pinched and baffled fury in 
the eyes of womankind.” True, perhaps. But Wylie 
thought the solution to the problem was to force 
woman back into her proper subservient place 
where she would become content again—like those 
happy slaves on the plantation, I suppose. And you 
remember Kesey’s solution: Harding suggests that 
“man has only one truly effective weapon against 
the juggernaut of modern matriarchy.” But even our 
virile hero McMurphy confesses that there’s no 
way he could “get a bone up over that old buzzard.” 


“There you are,” says Harding. “She’s won.” 


Women, you notice, keep winning these sex- 
ual battles—according to the men who manufac- 
ture them. Truth is, nobody wins—certainly not 
women. Consider how women are portrayed in Ke- 
sey’s novel. We’ve already noted examples of the 
castrating bitch—Nurse Ratched, Mrs. Bibbit, Mrs. 
Harding, and Mrs. Bromden. Then we have the lit- 
tle nurse who hates the patients because her weak 
mind has been so warped by the Church that she 
thinks her birthmark a stain visited upon her be- 
cause of her association with the depraved inmates. 
And there is the townswoman with the eyes that 
“spring up like the numbers in a cash register,” who 
dupes the Indians by negotiating with Mrs. Brom- 
den, rather than dealing with the Chief. 


You may ask, are there no good women in Ke- 
sey’s estimation? Well, yes. There is the nurse on 
the Disturbed Ward, an angel of mercy by virtue 
of ethnic origin—the little Japanese nurse. She ac- 
cepts woman’s time-honored role as nurturer of 
men and agrees with McMurphy that sexual star- 
vation prompts Miss Ratched’s perversity. “I some- 
times think,” she says, “all single nurses should be 
fired after they reach thirty-five.” A sympathetic 
woman—to men, at least. 


And there is also Candy, the whore with a heart 
of gold, and her friend, Sandy, who is equally char- 
itable with her body. These women ask nothing of 
the men—not even money for their sexual perfor- 
mances. Kesey fantasizes that they come willingly 
to this insane asylum to service the inmates for the 
sheer joy of it. In his euphoric state, Chief Broom 
marvels: 


Drunk and running and laughing and carrying on with 
women square in the center of the Combine’s most 
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powerful stronghold! ... I had to remind myself that 
it had truly happened, that we had made it happen. 
We had just unlocked a window and let it in like you 
let in the fresh air. Maybe the Combine wasn’t so all- 
powerful. 


What came in through the window “like fresh 
air”? The two prostitutes. Kesey implies that if all 
women would just behave generously like Candy 
and Sandy, the Combine might then become vul- 
nerable. 


Kesey, I think, is wrong about the way to 
loosen the stranglehold of the emasculating female 
and break up the Combine. He is simply visionary 
to suggest that women should emulate the attitude 
of the happy hookers. The truth is that women are 
not likely at this point to give up bossing their men 
around when this remains their only means of 
achieving a semblance of importance in society. 
Yet I agree with Ann Nietzke [who writes in Hu- 
man Behavior] that 


contrary to popular belief, women do not want to cas- 
trate men; it’s just that we are tired of being eunuchs 
ourselves. This does not mean that women want 
penises but that we want the powers, freedoms, and 
dignities that are automatically granted to the people 
who happen to have them. 


If the Combine could be subverted to the ex- 
tent of giving up its ratchet—of allowing women 
genuine equality—then women could stop emas- 
culating men and turn their energies to more self- 
fulfilling pursuits. Given the opportunity to run that 
ward in her own right, instead of having to manip- 
ulate the rabbity doctor, perhaps Miss Ratched 
might have run it more humanely. Forcing people 
into deviousness can hardly be expected to improve 
their character. And inequality is almost guaranteed 
to generate malice. 


Thus we need to help students see that Nurse 
Ratched is no more to blame for her malice than 
the black boys are for theirs. The Big Nurse hap- 
pens also to be the Big Victim when viewed with 
an awareness of the social and economic exploita- 
tion of women. Kesey didn’t have exactly this in 
mind, I grant, but we can still derive this insight 
from his novel and correct the damaging impres- 
sion that the book leaves—that women, through 
some innate perversity, are the cause of all of so- 
ciety’s failings. 


Source: Elizabeth McMahan, “The Big Nurse as Ratchet: 
Sexism in Kesey’s Cuckoo’s Nest,” in CEA Critic, Vol. 37, 
1975, reprinted in A Casebook on Ken Kesey’s “One Flew 
Over the Cuckoo’s Nest,” edited by George J. Searles, Uni- 
versity of New Mexico Press, 1992, pp. 145-49. 
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Since it was first published in 1959, John 
Knowles’s novel A Separate Peace has gradually 
acquired the status of a minor classic. Set in the 
summer of 1942 at a boys’ boarding school in New 
Hampshire, the novel focuses on the relationship 
between two roommates and best friends, Gene 
Forrester and Phineas. Both approaching their last 
year of high school and anticipating their involve- 
ment in World War II, Gene and Phineas have very 
different dispositions. Gene, from whose point of 
view A Separate Peace is told, is a somewhat ath- 
letic, shy intellectual; Phineas is a reckless non-in- 
tellectual and the best athlete at the school. As an 
adult looking back fifteen years, Gene recalls and 
comes to terms with an act he committed that left 
his friend physically incapacitated and ultimately 
contributed to his death. While daring each other 
to jump from a tree in a cold river, Gene jounces 
the limb Phineas is standing on. The latter lands on 
the bank of river, shattering several bones and ter- 
minating his athletic career. 


A Separate Peace, which evolved from 
Knowles’s short story “Phineas,” brought its author 
both critical and commercial success. First pub- 
lished in England, it received excellent reviews 
there. Many critics praised the novel for its rich 
characterizations, artful symbolism, and effective 
narrative. Despite its success in England, eleven 
publishers in the United States turned it down be- 
fore Macmillan decided to publish the American 
edition. As in England, the novel received excel- 
lent notices in the U.S. press. Many critics noted 
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that the novel could be read as an allegory about 
the causes of war. Although A Separate Peace did 
not become an instant best-seller—only selling 
seven thousand copies in its first American print- 
ing—it has gradually become a commercial suc- 
cess, selling more than nine million copies to date. 


Author Biography 


John Knowles was born on 16 September 1926, in 
the coal mining town of Fairmont, West Virginia. 
He was the third child of James Myron and Mary 
Beatrice Shea Knowles. At the age of fifteen, 
Knowles attended New Hampshire’s prestigious 
Phillips Exeter Academy. The Devon School, 
where most of the action of A Separate Peace takes 
place, is based on Phillips Exeter, and many of 
Knowles’ friends and acquaintances at Phillips Ex- 
eter were incorporated into the novel. In a New York 
Times interview, Knowles confirmed that the 
novel’s “Super Suicide Society,” in which mem- 
bers jumped from a tree into the river, really did 
exist at Exeter. Although not rendered permanently 
physically handicapped like Phineas, Knowles, af- 
ter an unfortunate leap, spent most of the summer 
of 1943 on crutches. 


After graduation from Exeter, Knowles en- 
tered Yale University for the 1944 fall term before 
going into the U.S. Army Air Force. Following his 
discharge from the service in November 1945, he 
reentered Yale. As a college student, Knowles sub- 
mitted stories to the Yale Record, the college hu- 
mor magazine. In 1949, he graduated with a B.A. 
in English; from 1950 to 1952, he worked as a 
drama critic and reporter for the Hartford Courant 
in Hartford, Connecticut. In the early 1950s, his 
novel Descent to Proselito was accepted for pub- 
lication, but Knowles withdrew it on the advice of 
his mentor, the famous writer Thornton Wilder. In 
1953, Story Magazine published his first story, “A 
Turn in the Sun.” In 1956, Cosmopolitan published 
Knowles’s short story “Phineas,” which was later 
expanded into A Separate Peace. 


By the middle 1950s, Knowles had become a 
member of the editorial staff of Holiday and was 
living in Philadelphia. He was also starting work 
on the novel that would become his most famous 
work: A Separate Peace. 


In an Esquire article from 1985 entitled “My 
Separate Peace,” Knowles recalled that writing the 
manuscript for A Separate Peace came quickly and 
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easily for him. Working on a regular schedule, 
Knowles usually went to bed at midnight, awoke at 
seven, wrote for an hour, turning out five to six hun- 
dred words, then went to his job at Holiday. He be- 
lieved “No book can have been easier to get down 
on paper,” adding, “... A Separate Peace wrote it- 
self.” Getting the book published, however, did not 
come easily at all. Turning the manuscript over to 
a literary agent, Knowles saw his book rejected by 
eleven publishers. Knowles recalled the most com- 
mon reaction was “Who’s going to want to read 
about a bunch of prep boys and what happened to 
them long ago in the past?” Finally, in 1959, the 
London publisher Secker and Warburg agreed to put 
out the British edition of the novel. After the book 
opened to almost unanimous praise from English 
reviewers, Macmillan brought out the American 
edition in 1960. A Separate Peace did equally well 
in the United States with the American critics. With 
the stunning success of the novel, Knowles quit his 
job at Holiday and was able to devote himself to 
writing fiction—a luxury that very few American 
writers had then or have today. 


Following A Separate Peace, Knowles went 
on to publish several other novels, including Morn- 
ing in Antibes (1962), Indian Summer (1966), The 
Paragon (1971), Spreading Fires, and A Vein of 
Riches (1974). In 1981, he published Peace Breaks 
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Out—the sequel to A Separate Peace—which re- 
tained the Devon School setting but had a differ- 
ent cast of characters. While Peace Breaks Out did 
not receive as favorable reviews as A Separate 
Peace, some critics commended the sequel for solid 
characterization and tight plotting. 


Plot Summary 


In John Knowles’s A Separate Peace, Gene 
Forrester returns to visit New Hampshire’s Devon 
School after a fifteen-year absence. He recalls his 
complex relationship with his roommate and best 
friend Phineas. His narrative begins during the 
summer of 1942, when Phineas goads him into 
jumping off a tree into the Devon River. Phineas— 
nicknamed Finny—is the best athlete in school, 
with a charismatic personality that wins over both 
teachers and students. He lives a life ruled by in- 
spiration and anarchy, following his own set of 
rules and appearing tireless. Gene has mixed feel- 
ings about Phineas: despite his admiration and grat- 
itude for their friendship, he envies Finny’s appar- 
ent ease and the charm which allows him to break 
school rules without reproof. Nevertheless, when 
Phineas suggests they form a secret society, whose 
membership requires jumping from the tree into the 
river, Gene agrees. 


When Gene fails a test after a clandestine trip 
to the beach with Phineas, he decides that Finny is 
trying to jeopardize his studies. One night before 
another exam, Phineas asks Gene to come to the 
tree to witness Leper Lepellier make the jump. 
Gene declines, saying that he needs to study. When 
Phineas accepts his excuse, Gene realizes his sus- 
picions were unfounded. This makes him feel in- 
ferior to Phineas. He stops studying, visits the tree, 
and agrees to Finny’s suggestion of jumping from 
the tree together. When they’re both balanced on 
its branch, Gene jiggles it and Phineas falls to the 
ground. 


Phineas’s leg is shattered, and he recovers 
in the infirmary and later at home in Boston. He 
doesn’t mention Gene’s part in the accident, nor 
does anyone else. During his absence, Gene tries 
on Finny’s clothes and feels like him, which gives 
him confidence. Dr. Stanpole tells Gene that 
Phineas will recover, but will never participate in 
sports again. Gene visits Finny on his way back to 
school after his vacation, and is shocked to see him 
looking like an invalid. He decides to tell Phineas 
the accident was his fault. 


My blood could start to pound if it wanted to; let it. 
I was going ahead. “I was thinking about you most 
of the trip up.” 


“Oh, yeah?” He glanced briefly into my eyes. 
“J was thinking about you ... and the accident.” 


“There’s loyalty for you. To think about me when 
you were on a vacation.” 


“T was thinking about it ... about you because—I was 
thinking about you and the accident because I caused 
it.” 


Finny looked steadily at me, his face very handsome 
and expressionless. “What do you mean, you caused 
it?” his voice was as steady as his eyes. 


My own voice sounded quiet and foreign. “I jounced 
the limb. I caused it.” One more sentence. “I delib- 
erately jounced the limb so you would fall off.” 


He looked older than I had ever seen him. “Of course 
you didn’t.” 


“Yes I did. I did!” 


“Of course you didn’t do it. You damn fool. Sit down, 
you damn fool.” 


“Of course I did!” 
“I’m going to hit you if you don’t sit down.” 


“Hit me!” I looked at him. “Hit me!” You can’t even 
et up! You can’t even come near me!” 
get up 


Phineas ends their discussion by telling Gene 
he’s tired and Gene leaves, deciding to make things 
up to Finny once he’s back at school. 


Phineas telephones Gene at school. Upon 
learning that Gene doesn’t have another roommate, 
he’s reassured that Gene didn’t mean what he said 
about the accident. He refuses to accept Gene’s de- 
cision to become Assistant Senior Crew manager, 
commenting: “Listen, pal, if 7 can’t play sports, 
you’re going to play them for me.” His words help 
Gene realize that one of his purposes was to be- 
come a part of Phineas. When Brinker Hadley, the 
head student, heckles Gene about the accident, 
Gene ignores the teasing although he feels terribly 
guilty. One afternoon, Brinker and Gene meet 
Leper, whose nonsensical comments drive Brinker 
to decide to enlist in the army. Gene is tempted to 
do the same. He regards enlisting as a way of es- 
caping the past and entering adulthood. Feeling that 
he owes nothing to anyone, except himself, he re- 
turns to his room to find Phineas, who has returned 
to school. 


The next morning, Brinker asks Gene about 
enlisting with him. Gene realizes that Phineas needs 
him and changes his mind. Phineas announces his 
intention to groom Gene for the 1944 Olympics, in 
which he had intended to participate before the ac- 
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cident. Gene begins tutoring Finny in academics 
and Finny tutors Gene in athletics. When a teacher 
declares that the purpose of exercise is to prepare 
for war, Phineas reminds Gene of his theory that 
the war is really a conspiracy amongst the world’s 
leaders. He states his theory so convincingly that 
Gene momentarily believes him. Nevertheless, 
when Leper enlists after seeing a propaganda film, 
Gene joins the others in creating an heroic fantasy 
life for Leper. Brinker drops his enlistment plan af- 
ter Gene decides not to join him and becomes a 
quiet rebel, quitting most of the school activities in 
which he’s been involved. 


Phineas suggests holding a winter carnival. 
Once the games begin, he performs a dance of joy 
on the prize table. Gene becomes the star of 
Phineas’s gala and surpasses himself, feeling lib- 
erated during “this afternoon of momentary, illu- 
sory, special and separate peace.” The festivities 
end when a cryptic telegram from Leper arrives, 
saying that he’s escaped and needs help. Gene trav- 
els to Leper’s home in Vermont, where he discov- 
ers that Leper has deserted and is suffering mental 
problems. Leper calls Gene a savage underneath, 
taunting him for having knocked Phineas out of the 
tree. Gene returns to school, desperate to see 
Phineas, and finds him in the middle of a snowball 
fight. Gene joins in and enjoys the fight’s vitality 
and energy, though he wonders what will happen 
when they all get drafted. When Brinker asks Gene 
about Leper, he admits that Leper has cracked up. 
Brinker observes that two of their classmates— 
Leper and Phineas—have already been sidelined 
from the war. Brinker confronts Gene, insisting that 
they have to stop pitying Phineas so that life can 
go on. Phineas tells Gene he’s changed his mind 
about the war, because he saw Leper outside the 
school and believes that the war caused his break- 
down. 


That night, Brinker takes Gene and Phineas to 
the Assembly Room for a mock inquiry about 
Finny’s accident. Phineas remembers climbing the 
tree and falling out, and asks Gene whether he no- 
ticed the tree shaking. Gene says he doesn’t recall 
anything like that. Phineas then remembers his sug- 
gestion they make a double jump, and that they 
started to climb. Someone else says Leper was 
there, and he’s brought in. Leper admits that he saw 
Gene and Phineas on the tree limb, adding that they 
moved up and down like a piston. When Brinker 
insists upon getting all the facts, Phineas loses con- 
trol, rushes from the Assembly Room, and falls 
down the marble stairs, breaking his leg again. 
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Dr. Stanpole comments that this break is much 
simpler. Gene sneaks into Finny’s infirmary room, 
and Phineas accuses him of wanting to break some- 
thing else in him. Gene flees, but returns to visit 
Phineas the next day. They talk about Finny’s un- 
successful attempts to enlist. Gene observes that 
Phineas would have been lousy in the war: once 
bored, he would make friends with the enemy and 
get things “so scrambled up nobody would know 
who to fight any more.” Finally they confront what 
happened in the tree. Gene agrees with Finny’s 
analysis that “It was just some kind of blind im- 
pulse you had.... It wasn’t anything you really felt 
against me, it wasn’t some kind of hate you’ve felt 
all along. It wasn’t anything personal.” When Gene 
arrives at the infirmary the next day, he’s told 
Phineas is dead: during the operation, some bone 
marrow escaped into his blood stream and stopped 
his heart. Dr. Stanpole likens the operating room 
to the war, where the risks “are just more formal 
than in other places.” 


Gene enlists in the Navy, but feels no sense of 
patriotism. He disagrees with Brinker’s notion that 
the older generation is responsible for the war and 
with Finny’s idea that the war is just a huge prac- 
tical joke. Instead, he believes war is the result of 
“something ignorant in the human heart.” He can’t 
talk about Phineas because he can’t accept the loss 
of his vitality, and he continues to feel guilty about 
his death. Gene realizes that he’s ready for the war 
because he no longer feels any hatred. His war 
“ended before I ever put on a uniform; I was on 
active duty all my time at school; I killed my en- 
emy there.” He believes the real enemy is some- 
thing he and the others have created out of their 
own fear. 


Characters 


Chet Douglass 

Gene Forrester’s rival for the position of class 
valedictorian. Unlike Gene, Chet has a genuine in- 
terest in learning and does not thrive simply on 
competition. 


Finny 


See Phineas 


Gene Forrester 

The narrator of A Separate Peace, Gene as an 
adult recalls himself at sixteen: a lonely intellec- 
tual with the tendency of analyzing his and every- 
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one else’s motives. At various times in the novel, 
he is highly competitive, selfish, insecure, and com- 
bative. On other occasions, he is courageous, ma- 
ture, and dependable. 


Throughout the novel, Gene compares and 
contrasts himself with his best friend, Finny, and 
often falls short in his own estimation. Although 
Gene is obviously the more scholarly of the two 
(Gene is academically near the top of his high 
school class, while Finny seldom achieves more 
than a “C” in his courses), Finny is the better ath- 
lete and more self-confident than his friend. Also 
troubling to Gene is that Finny openly flouts con- 
ventions but never gets punished for his acts. For 
example, on an occasion when Finny and Gene 
miss the mandatory school dinner, Finny cheerfully 
rambles a bizarre explanation to Mr. Prud’homme, 
the summer substitute teacher. Mr. Prud’homme, 
more amused than angry, decides not to punish the 
boys. 

Gene observes many other occasions when 
Finny breaks the rules but never gets his comeup- 
pance, because he has so much charm and self- 
confidence. He becomes increasingly jealous of 
Finny, and for a while he assumes Finny recipro- 
cates those feelings. That Gene works systematically 
and diligently for his academic and athletic success 


and Finny’s athletic achievements seem to come ef- 
fortlessly to him fuels Gene’s rivalry. Worse still for 
Gene, Finny doesn’t even want acknowledgment for 
his accomplishments. For example, when Finny 
breaks the school swimming record with virtually no 
preparation, he insists that Gene—the only witness 
to the event—not tell anyone. For a while, it seems 
logical to Gene that Finny, as the school’s best ath- 
lete, envies Gene his academic success. Ultimately, 
Finny proves Gene’s theory wrong, when he gen- 
uinely encourages Gene to pursue his studies rather 
than join the “Super Suicide Society” one evening. 
Now Gene realizes that Finny never did envy him 
and finds this knowledge intolerable. In light of all 
the above, Gene impulsively jounces the limb Finny 
is standing on during a Super Suicide Society ritual, 
causing Finny his crippling accident. 

As Ronald Weber writes in an article from 
Studies in Short Fiction , “It is Phineas’s innocence 
that Gene cannot endure. As long as he can believe 
Phineas shares his enmity, he can find relief, but 
with this assurance gone, he stands condemned be- 
fore himself and must strike out against his tor- 
mentor.” 


Ultimately, Gene matures through his intro- 
spection, coming to understand his terrible action 
against his friend. Shortly before Finny’s death, he 
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and Gene fully explore the dynamics of their rela- 
tionship and the circumstances that caused Finny’s 
accident. When Gene explains “it was just some ig- 
norance inside me, some crazy thing inside me, 
something blind”—not a personal hatred of Finny 
or a premeditated action—Finny accepts the apol- 
ogy. As Ronald Weber has written, “Gene Forrester 
comes to learn that his war, the essential war, is 
fought on the battlefield within. Peace comes only 
when he faces up to the fact. The only escape, the 
price of peace, is self-awareness.” James Ellis, in 
an English Journal article, puts it in similar terms: 
“Gene has discovered that his private evil, which 
caused him to hurt Phineas, is the same evil—only 
magnified—that results in war.” 


Mr. Hadley 

Brinker Hadley’s father, a World War I vet- 
eran whose patriotism offends both Brinker and 
Gene. 


Brinker Hadley 

Described as “the big name on campus,” 
Brinker Hadley’s characterization was actually 
based on the novelist Gore Vidal. In an interview 
with the Exonion, Knowles remembers Vidal as an 
“unusual and thriving” person, although he did not 
know him very well. In his realization of Hadley’s 
slick temperament, Gene appreciates his own ma- 
turity. At one time, Gene would have ingratiated 
himself with someone like Hadley, but after 
Finny’s fall Gene comes to prefer the sincerity of 
someone like Leper. Brinker Hadley also serves the 
function of being the character that arranges the 
mock tribunal to determine whether Gene is inno- 
cent or guilty in regard to Finny’s fall. 


Phil Latham 

One of the less impressive authority figures at 
the Devon School, Phil Latham is the wrestling 
coach. His advice, “Give it the old college try,” 
seems to pertain to all situations, whether they be 
sexual, psychological, or academic. He is not re- 
ally an unsympathetic character, so much as a man 
without much intelligence or creativity. 


Elwin Lepellier 


A gentle, nonconformist student at Devon 
School, “Leper,” as he is nicknamed, prefers snails 
and science projects to sports and competition. 
Ironically, he is the first student in the novel to en- 
list in the Army, because a deceptive recruiting film 
convinced Leper that Army life is a clean, pure ex- 
perience. Soon after his induction into the Army, 
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Media 
Adaptations Ñ 


° A Separate Peace was adapted as a film directed 
by Larry Peerce, starring John Heyl and Parker 
Stevenson, Paramount Pictures, 1972, available 
from Paramount Home Video, Home Vision 
Cinema. Although generally faithful to the 
novel, the film of the same name received 
mostly poor reviews. Typical was movie critic 
Leonard Maltin’s opinion that the “story is mor- 
bid, acting incredibly amateurish, and direction 
has no feeling at all for the period.” 





Leper realizes that he cannot adapt to the Spartan 
environment, and goes AWOL (absent without 
leave) in order to avoid being discharged as psy- 
chologically unfit for service. When Gene Forrester 
visits Leper in his Vermont home, the latter has 
been badly shaken by his Army experiences. Leper, 
aware of Gene’s contempt for him, strikes back, 
calling him “a savage underneath.” Leper also re- 
veals that he knows Gene knocked Finny out of the 
tree earlier in the summer. Gene, realizing some 
truth to the “savage underneath” remark, physically 
strikes the frail Leper but does not hurt him badly. 


While generally a pitiable character, Leper has 
a streak of pride. For example, at the tribunal scene, 
in which several Devon School students attempt to 
discover whether Gene really did cause Finny’s 
traumatic fall, Leper will not reveal the extent of 
what he knows. Up until this point, most Devon 
School students have either ignored or ridiculed 
him, so he announces, “Why should I tell! Just be- 
cause it happens to suit you!” 


Leper 
See Elwin Lepellier 


Mr. Ludsbery 

One of the permanent teachers at the Devon 
School, Mr. Ludsbery represents the worst stereo- 
type of a schoolmaster: phony, a stickler for rules, 
and given to fatuous remarks such as “Has it been 
raining in your part of town?” When he reproaches 
Gene for “[slipping] in any number of ways since 


245 


A Separate Peace 

last year,” Gene is reminded of his friend Finny 
and does not care about anything else the teacher 
says. 


Mr. Patch- Withers 

A stern history teacher at the Devon School, 
he and his wife give a tea party for the students. 
There, he shows a gentler side by not punishing 
Finny for flagrantly violating the dress code. 


Mrs. Patch- Withers 

The wife of the history teacher at the Devon 
School, she is appalled to see Finny wear his offi- 
cial school tie as a belt to her party. 


Phineas 

One of the two central characters in the novel. 
Phineas, also known as Finny, is Devon School’s 
best athlete and a handsome, self-confident 
teenager. Despite or because of these qualities, he 
is also arguably the most innocent of all the char- 
acters in A Separate Peace. For example, just be- 
fore he and Gene fall asleep on the beach one night, 
Finny honestly declares that Gene is his “best pal.” 
Somewhat taken aback, Gene cannot return the 
compliment and reflects “It was a courageous thing 
to say. Exposing a sincere emotion nakedly like that 
at the Devon School was the next thing to suicide.” 
Finny is naive in other ways as well. When Gene 
complains about not having enough time to study, 
Finny is genuinely puzzled. “I didn’t know you 
needed to study,” he said simply. “I didn’t think 
you ever did. I thought it came to you.” Since Finny 
excels at sports with a minimum of effort—Gene 
witnesses his breaking the school swimming record 
with no preparation—he does not understand that 
Gene works diligently to be at the top of his class 
scholastically. 


In Hallman Bell Bryant’s A Separate Peace: 
The War Within, the author compares Finny to 
many literary or historical figures. For example, he 
brings to mind Mark Twain’s Huckleberry Finn; 
just as Huck could not accept the Old Testament 
story of Moses because he did not have any “stock” 
in dead folks, Finny doubts the authenticity of the 
Latin language because it is a “dead language.” 
Many critics have compared Finny to J. D. 
Salinger’s Holden Caulfield in Catcher in the Rye 
for both characters’ unpretentiousness, honesty, 
and anti-establishment attitudes. However, other 
critics dissent; for example, Granville Hicks wrote 
in a Saturday Review article that Finny’s spon- 
taneity and unconventionality were not, like 
Holden’s, a form of protest against authority; they 


were an inherent part of his nature. At one point in 
A Separate Peace, Gene compares the sleeping 
Finny to Lazarus. 


After Gene causes Finny his crippling fall, 
Finny loses some of his innocence. Ironically, how- 
ever, because of his physical disability, he becomes 
increasingly dependent on Gene; in fact, he even 
comes to see Gene as an “extension of himself,” 
while always suspecting that Gene caused his ac- 
cident. Dr. Stanpole medically explains Finny’s un- 
expected death in these terms: “As I was moving 
the bone some of the marrow must have ... gone 
directly to his heart and stopped it.” Symbolically, 
of course, Finny’s death can be interpreted other- 
wise; although he forgave Gene on some level, 
Finny’s heartbreak still lingered. 


Given the distance of time and the impact of 
maturity, the adult Gene realizes Finny’s principal 
virtue is his lack of malice. As James Ellis puts it, 
“Because of his ability to admit only as much of 
the ugliness of life as he could assimilate, Phineas 
was unique.” 


Mr. Prud'homme 


A substitute teacher at the Devon School for 
the summer. Given that he is not entirely familiar 
with the rules, he is not so strict in enforcing them. 


Cliff Quackenbush 


The opposite of Finny in nearly every respect, 
he is also Gene’s nemesis. The crew manager at 
the Devon School, Quackenbush is a colorless, hu- 
morless character, someone who never seems to 
have been a child emotionally. Openly scornful of 
Gene for becoming assistant crew manager, Quack- 
enbush calls him to his face “a maimed son-of-a- 
bitch,” and a fight between them ensues. Although 
Quackenbush never realizes it, the insult heightens 
Gene’s guilt and confusion over causing Finny’s 
accident. He also touches a nerve when he sarcas- 
tically asks Gene “Who the hell are you anyway?” 
because introverted Gene often seems uncertain as 
to why he acts as he does. 


Dr. Stanpole 


One of the more sympathetic adults in the 
novel, Dr. Stanpole is a well-meaning character 
who speaks with a vocabulary too sophisticated for 
the students at Devon School. To what extent his 
skill as a doctor is responsible for Finny’s death re- 
mains uncertain. 
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Themes 


Guilt and Innocence 


In John Knowles’s novel that chronicles the 
coming of age of two prep-school friends, one char- 
acter—Finny—loses much of his trustfulness and 
innocence, while the other—Gene—progresses to- 
ward self-knowledge and maturity. That A Sepa- 
rate Peace takes place in the first half of the 1940s 
explains so many references to war. In this novel, 
however, the real struggle is fought in the hearts of 
the characters, not on the battlefield. After Gene 
causes Finny’s crippling fall, everything that fol- 
lows, as Knowles has written, is “one long abject 
confession, a mea culpa, a tale of crime—if a crime 
has been committed—and of no punishment. It is 
a story of growth through tragedy.” While Gene 
does eventually reconcile to his transgression 
against Finny, the process takes many years. Gene 
obtains some peace of mind through his final en- 
counter with Finny, in which he shows both hu- 
mility and understanding of Finny’s pacifist nature. 
But it is only as a thirty-something adult revisiting 
his former school that Gene has accumulated the 
wisdom and maturity to fully understand the sig- 
nificance of what happened in his adolescence. In 
reconciling with his guilty conscience, Gene does 
more than understand the dark side of human na- 
ture. He also absorbs the best of Finny’s code of 
behavior, “a way of sizing up the world with er- 
ratic and entirely personal reservations.” While 
Gene will never again possess the innocence he re- 
calls from the summer of 1942, as James M. Mel- 
lard writes in Studies in Short Fiction, “if he and 
the others fall short of Finny’s standard, as they 
must, they will still gain from having reached for 
it.” 


Finny’s development in the latter half of the 
novel can be seen in terms of loss of innocence. 
Since he is now physically incapacitated, unlikely 
to ever regain his athletic powers, his carefree ways 
are also gone. Although he superficially denies the 
existence of World War II, he secretly goes to great 
lengths to enlist. However, since no army will ac- 
cept him due to his accident, Finny loses much of 
his self-confidence. He increasingly lives vicari- 
ously through Gene, coming to perceive Gene as 
“an extension of himself,” but he always knows on 
some level that Gene deliberately caused his acci- 
dent. Although Dr. Stanpole gives a medical ex- 
planation for Finny’s death, the event can also be 
seen symbolically. As Douglas Alley in an English 
Journal article writes of Finny, “For him, there 
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Topics for 
Further 
Study 


e Explore the reasons for the American involve- 
ment in World War II. Compare the American 
degree of popular support to that of such other 
wars as World War J, the Vietnam War, and the 
Korean War. 


e Compare and contrast three significant fictional 
works about World War II. Some possibilities 
include James Jones’s novel From Here to Eter- 
nity, Norman Mailer’s novel The Naked and the 
Dead, and Arthur Miller’s play All My Sons. 


e Discuss the economic impact of World War II 
on the United States and on Europe. 


could be no growing up. A loss of innocence could 
only result in death.” 


War 

On one level, A Separate Peace can be read as 
a war novel. Its title is taken from Ernest Heming- 
way’s novel A Farewell to Arms, in which the 
book’s protagonist, Lt. Frederic Henry, declares his 
own private armistice during World War I. How- 
ever, unlike Hemingway’s novel, Knowles’s book 
does not concern soldiers on the battlefield; rather, 
it focuses on the impact of war on the lives of male 
adolescents, none of whom have yet engaged in 
combat. Despite their lack of direct involvement in 
World War II, boys who were not quite of draft age 
were often preoccupied by the American war ef- 
fort. The idea of avoiding military service in World 
War II was unthinkable to most young men; the 
questions were when they would be called to serve 
and which branch of the military would accept 
them. As Gene Forrester in the late 1950s reflects 
on the impact of World War II for him, “The war 
was and is reality for me. I still instinctively live 
and think in its atmosphere.” 


As Gene recalls, the American war effort had 
enormous domestic implications on his generation. 
For example, since nearly all of the Devon School’s 
younger faculty were away serving in the military 
or in war-related jobs, substitute teachers—usually 
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men between the ages of fifty and seventy—were 
brought into the school. Given the great age dif- 
ferences between the students and their new teach- 
ers, the former did not usually see the latter as ac- 
cessible role models. Hence, the bonds between the 
students intensified. Yet, the new faculty members 
were not unkind; as Gene recalls, “I think we re- 
minded them of what peace was like, we boys of 
sixteen. We registered with no draft board, we had 
taken no physical examinations.... We were care- 
free and wild, and I suppose we could be thought 
of as a sign of the life the war was being fought to 
preserve. Anyway, they were more indulgent to- 
ward us than at any other time.” 


The American war effort impacted everyday 
life in more general ways. For example, as Gene 
recalls, “Nylon, meat, gasoline, and steel are rare. 
There are too many jobs and not enough workers. 
Money is very easy to earn but rather hard to spend, 
because there isn’t very much to buy.” 


Point of View 

Told in first person (“T’) by Gene Forrester, a 
man in his thirties recalling his adolescence, A Sep- 
arate Peace begins with Gene’s visit to the Devon 
School. The first pages of the novel mainly describe 
the physical landscape of the institution; the rest 
tells Gene’s story, a tale in which he serves as both 
an observer and a participant at the center of the 
action. As Ronald Weber notes, “Generally, first- 
person narration gives the reader a heightened 
sense of immediacy, a sense of close involvement 
with the life of the novel.... With Knowles’s novel, 
however, this is not the case ... throughout it he re- 
mains somewhat outside the action and detached 
from the narrator, observing the life of the novel 
rather than submerged in it.” This is not intended 
as a criticism, however. As Weber explains, 
Knowles’s choice of narration is “a highly-calcu- 
lated effect.... It indicates a sharply different the- 
matic intention, and one that is rooted in a skillful 
alteration of the conventional method of first-per- 
son telling.” 


It is important to remember that Gene, through 
the distance of time—specifically fifteen years— 
has arrived at a level of self-knowledge that few 
teenagers could achieve. Had Knowles limited the 
perspective to the highly introspective, but still ado- 
lescent Gene, A Separate Peace would have been 
told in a very different tone. As Ronald Weber 
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writes, “Gene’s voice ... is dispassionate, reflec- 
tive, and controlled; it is, in his own words, a voice 
from which fury is gone, dried up at its source long 
before the telling begins.” 


Setting 

Most of the action of the novel is confined to 
the Devon School, the prep school based on Phillips 
Exeter. An exception is found in Chapter 10, in 
which Gene visits his friend Leper in his family’s 
Vermont home. When Gene revisits the Devon 
School, he is particularly interested in confronting 
two fearful places on campus. The first is the First 
Academy Building, a Georgian-style red-brick 
structure, in which a group of Devon students 
brought Gene to accuse him of causing the acci- 
dent that crippled Finny’s life. On the stairs of the 
First Academy Building, another misfortune oc- 
curred which ultimately ended Finny’s life. The 
second place of significance is the tree from which 
Gene and Finny leaped in their “Super Suicide So- 
ciety” escapades. While the adult Gene recalls the 
tree as an enormous, forbidding structure, when he 
actually rediscovers it, the tree appears much 
smaller and similar to all the other trees in the vicin- 
ity. 

In terms of time, A Separate Peace skips back 
and forth between the early 1940s and the late 
1950s. Again, this time difference creates a retro- 
spective which allows the narrator Gene to relate 
the events with more depth and analysis. 


Symbolism 

A Separate Peace is a book full of symbolism. 
One pair of symbols can be found in two rivers that 
flow through the school: the Devon and the 
Naguamsett. Gene remembers the freshwater De- 
von River fondly, for this was the body of water 
that he and Finny had leaped into many times from 
the tree. Ironically, after Finny’s accident, Gene 
does not remember the Devon River with fear or 
disgust; the river to him symbolizes the carefree 
summer days, a peaceful time. On the other hand, 
the Naguamsett River (“governed by imaginable 
factors like the Gulf Stream, the Polar Ice Cap, and 
the moon”) is an ugly, marshy, saline river into 
which Gene falls after a fight with quarrelsome 
Cliff Quackenbush. If the Devon River represents 
serenity, Gene associates the Naguamsett with war 
and winter. 


Another obvious pair of symbols is in the con- 
trast between the war being fought abroad and the 
relative tranquility of the Devon School, particu- 
larly in its summer session. To Gene “the war was 


Novels Students 


for 


Peace 


A Separate 





Sterling Memorial Library at Yale University, the private Ivy League where Knowles attended college 


along with many other prep school, graduates. 





and is reality,” yet by completing his final year at 
the Devon Schoo! he is literally avoiding military 
service. Still, he and his classmates realize it is only 
a matter of time before they enlist or are drafted. 
So, if the war represents a harsh reality that school- 
boys like Gene must eventually confront, then Gene 
and Finny’s “gypsy” summer spent at the Devon 
School denotes illusion. In the only summer ses- 
sion in the school’s long history, the students defy 
many rules, still maintain the faculty’s goodwill, 
create new games such as “Blitzball,” and begin 
unheard-of clubs such as the “Super Suicide Soci- 
ety of the Summer Session.” The summer is a pe- 
riod of escape for Devon School’s students. As 
Gene observes, “Bombs in Central Europe were 
completely unreal to us here, not because we 
couldn’t imagine it ... but because our place here 
was too fair for us to accept something like that.” 
Still, Gene realizes that the “gypsy” summer spirit 
will not last indefinitely; “official class leaders and 
politicians” will replace the “idiosyncratic, leader- 
less band” of the summer. To recapture the care- 
free summer spirit, Gene and Finny have a “Win- 
ter Carnival” in which “there was going to be no 
government,” and “on this day even the schoolboy 
egotism of Devon was conjured away.” 
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Epiphany 

An epiphany is a sudden flash of perception 
into the nature of a thing or event. In his most 
provocative insight into human nature, Gene real- 
izes toward the conclusion of A Separate Peace 
“that wars were not made by generations and their 
special stupidities, but that wars were made instead 
by something ignorant in the human heart.” As 
James Ellis writes, “Gene has discovered that his 
private evil, which caused him to hurt Phineas, is 
the same evil—only magnified—that results in 


” 


war. 


Historical Context 





American Feelings about War 

Although first published in 1959 in England, 
A Separate Peace is about an earlier period, specif- 
ically the early 1940s when United States had de- 
clared its involvement in World War II. It must be 
remembered that World War II brought out enor- 
mous patriotism in most Americans, whether they 
were actually working in war-related jobs, engaged 
in combat, or neither. While intelligent adolescents 
such as Gene Forrester and Hadley Brinker in A 
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Compare 
& 
Contrast 


¢ 1940s: In the middle of World War II, the 
United States had compulsory draft registration 
for young men, most of whom expected to even- 
tually enlist in the military. 


Early 1960s: While the United States still had 
compulsory draft registration for young men, 
only a few were being called up for military duty 
in Vietnam. 


Today: Reinstated in the early 1980s after a 
brief dismissal in the 1970s, draft registration is 
still required for young men in America, al- 
though there is little chance of being called up 
into a military that is currently all-volunteer. 


e 1940s: America declared its involvement in 
World War II, and had troops in Europe and the 
Pacific. 


Early 1960s: Although America had sent some 
troops to Vietnam, their commitment to the war 


effort was insignificant at the time compared to 
the escalation after 1965. 


Today: The United States of America is not in- 
volved in any major war effort, and relies on all- 
volunteer armed forces. 


e 1940s: The path to success for young men from 
upper-class white families often led from the 
best prep school to an Ivy League university. 


Early 1960s: University enrollment soared as 
the baby boom generation reached college age. 
Many government programs existed to help more 
young people from middle-class and impover- 
ished backgrounds attain a college education. 


Today: College graduates still have higher av- 
erage salaries than people with less education. 
With government financing for higher education 
on the decline, universities find themselves 
competing for the enrollment dollars of a de- 
creasing college-age population. 





Separate Peace might have mixed feelings about 
being drafted or enlisting in the war, shirking re- 
sponsibility (in other words, draft dodging) was vir- 
tually unthinkable. Elwin “Leper” Lepellier, a ma- 
jor character in Knowles’s novel, enlists in the war 
and does go AWOL (absent without leave). How- 
ever, although he is often a sincere, sympathetic 
character, he does not ultimately emerge a hero. 


It is also worth remembering that when A Sep- 
arate Peace was first published in the United States 
in 1960, the Korean War had been over for about 
seven years, and American involvement in the War 
in Vietnam had not yet escalated to horrific pro- 
portions. There was little protest over compulsory 
enrollment in the military—the draft—or the U.S.’s 
role in Vietnam in the early 1960s. As U.S. in- 
volvement and troop movement escalated after 
1965, however, public support for the war dimin- 
ished and many young antiwar protesters responded 
by burning their draft notices. Thus, while numer- 
ous critics submitted scholarly articles on 


Knowles’s novel throughout the 1960s, by the end 
of the decade, the book was being considered in 
light of the devastation that the Vietnam War had 
wrought. Interestingly, left-wing and conservative 
critics praised A Separate Peace in different ways. 
The former found its antiwar sentiments appropri- 
ate and timely, particularly in light of what they 
perceived as the threat of atomic warfare. Yet right- 
wing reviewers also liked the book, often com- 
mending its treatment of original sin and redemp- 
tion. 


Education and Adolescence in the 1960s 

Many of the young people of the 1960s grew 
up in a different atmosphere from the youth of the 
1990s. After the Soviet launch of the Sputnik satel- 
lite in 1957, education was beginning to be em- 
phasized as important not only to individual suc- 
cess but to the success of the nation. Not only were 
new teaching methods and standards being put into 
place, but the federal government began taking a 
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greater role in funding and setting policy for edu- 
cation. College enrollment soared, as young peo- 
ple saw higher education as providing a chance to 
get ahead in life. Nevertheless, there were many 
problems with the educational system. Segregation 
persisted in many areas and opportunities were lim- 
ited for women. The all-white, male prep school of 
A Separate Peace was still thriving in 1960. It was 
seen as a student’s best chance to get into the best 
private universities, so pressure to succeed could 
be great. 


The culture of the young also came of age in 
the 1960s. When the first American edition of the 
novel appeared in 1960, the United States had its 
youngest elected president, John F. Kennedy, who 
at the age of forty-three had defeated Vice Presi- 
dent Richard M. Nixon by a margin of only 113,000 
votes out of more than 69 million cast. The chil- 
dren of the “Baby Boom”—the large population 
surge that began after World War II—were ado- 
lescents. As the decade progressed and the Baby 
Boomers reached college, they became an increas- 
ingly vocal part of American politics and culture. 
Brought up in prosperity and peace, these children 
questioned the morality and authority of their par- 
ents’ generation and pursued individual fulfillment. 
Their search for meaning and identity is reflected 
in Gene’s narrative of his own adolescent years. 





Critical Overview 


John Knowles’s A Separate Peace, a critical 
success from its first printing, has evolved into one 
of the most frequently read novels in American 
high schools today. In fact, in the words of its au- 
thor, it has captured a “destiny apart” from his own. 
Although Knowles has published many other nov- 
els, essays, and works of nonfiction, none has re- 
ceived the critical attention or praise of A Separate 
Peace. While that novel no longer commands the 
massive scholarly attention that it did throughout 
the 1960s, according to Hallman Bell Bryant, it has 
gone through at least seventy printings and earns 
Knowles somewhere between $30,000 and $40,000 
a year in royalties. 


Right from the start, A Separate Peace received 
extremely favorable notices. Since it was first pub- 
lished by Secker and Warburg in London, England, 
the British reviewers were the first to write what 
they liked about the book. The most significant of 
these pieces appeared in the Times Literary Sup- 
plement section on 1 May 1959. This review con- 
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gratulated Knowles for having written a “novel of 
altogether exceptional power and distinction.” 
Other English critics praised A Separate Peace, 
many of them saying it was the best American novel 
since J. D. Salinger’s Catcher in the Rye, which had 
been published in 1953. In her Manchester 
Guardian review, Ann Duchene enjoyed the “ten- 
derness and restraint” that Knowles expressed for 
his two major characters, Gene and Finny. 


After the favorable English reception, the pub- 
lishing firm of Macmillan bought the rights to the 
novel and issued the first American edition in Feb- 
ruary, 1960. Among the earliest reviews, Edmund 
Fuller wrote in the New York Times that Knowles 
was a writer “already skilled in craft and discern- 
ing in his perceptions.” He went on to say the World 
War II background was more central to the action 
of the novel than the Devon School setting, which 
he realized was based on Exeter. Although Fuller 
found several incidents in the book to be uncon- 
vincing, he thought the novel’s “major truths” more 
than compensated for this shortcoming. Among the 
few negative reviews of A Separate Peace, a Com- 
monweal critic shrugged it off as “one more foray 
into the territory of guilt earned in adolescence.” 
While most other American critics found the book 
a compelling achievement, several reserved criti- 
cism for the trial scene in which several Devon stu- 
dents attempt to ascertain the extent of Gene For- 
rester’s involvement in Finny’s accident. Fifteen 
years later, after A Separate Peace had been made 
into a movie of the same name, Linda Heinz of Lit- 
erature Film Quarterly wrote that she found the 
mock tribunal in both the book and the movie un- 
convincing. 


Despite A Separate Peace’s immediate critical 
acclaim, it did not become a best-seller, nor did any 
book clubs immediately select it for inclusion. 
However, its sales picked up considerably after it 
won the William Faulkner Foundation Award, as 
well as the Richard and Hinda Rosenthal Founda- 
tion Award. John K. Crabbe, writing for the Eng- 
lish Journal in 1963, recommended high school 
teachers of American literature consider Knowles’s 
novel as an alternative to J. D. Salinger’s popular 
Catcher in the Rye. Many teachers were relieved 
to do so, having had some apprehensions about the 
profanity in Catcher. James Ellis, also writing for 
the English Journal, called William Golding’s Lord 
of the Flies and A Separate Peace major finds for 
the high school classroom. By the middle 1960s, 
many English teachers had made A Separate Peace 
a part of their curriculum. 
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What 
Do I Read 
Next? 


* Catcher in the Rye, J. D. Salinger’s famous 
novel about Holden Caulfield’s troubled ado- 
lescence and the phoniness he detects in adults, 
is im many ways as relevant today as when it 
was published in 1953. 


e F. Scott Fitzgerald’s 1920 novel This Side of 
Paradise is the story of how wealthy, young 
Amory Blaine struggles for self-knowledge in 
his provincial world. 





¢ John Knowles’s novel Peace Breaks Out is the 
sequel to A Separate Peace. Published in 1981, 
Peace Breaks Out features the same setting as 
A Separate Peace but includes a different cast 
of characters. 


¢ Mary Gordon’s 1991 collection Good Boys and 
Dead Girls contains twenty-eight of her essays 
on such writers as Virginia Woolf, Mary Mc- 
Carthy, David Plante, and Edith Wharton. 


e The Portable Malcolm Cowley, edited by Don- 
ald W. Faulkner. Published in 1990, the volume 
contains many of Malcolm Cowley’s perceptive 
reflections on American writers and writing. 


By the early 1970s, the barrage of articles an- 
alyzing the novel had subsided. However, even in 
the late 1970s—almost twenty years after the book 
had been published—some critique and analysis 
persisted. For example, in George-Michael 
Sarotte’s book Like a Brother, Like a Lover, pub- 
lished in 1978, the author speculates that Gene may 
have homoerotic feelings for Finny. As late as 1992, 
the English Journal was still extolling the virtues 
of A Separate Peace in the article “Still Good Read- 
ing: Adolescent Novels Written Before 1967.” 


Anne Hiebert Alton 


Alton is a member of an honorary research as- 
sociation at the University of Sydney, Australia. In 


the following essay, she places A Separate Peace 
within three distinct literary traditions and exam- 
ines the novel’s strengths and weaknesses. 


John Knowles based his first novel, A Sepa- 
rate Peace (1959), on two short stories, entitled 
“Phineas” and “A Turn in the Sun.” An immediate 
success, it won the William Faulkner Foundation 
Award, the Rosenthal Award of the National Insti- 
tute of Arts and Letters, and an award from the In- 
dependent School Education Board, Adapted into 
both a stage play and a film, the novel has been 
praised for its “clear craftsmanship and careful han- 
dling of form” by Jay Halio in Studies in Short Fic- 
tion. It has also been hailed for its exceptional 
power and distinction. In addition to exploring the 
pathos of a complicated friendship, the novel pro- 
vides insights into the human psyche and the heart 
of man. 


A Separate Peace emulates three major liter- 
ary traditions. First, it focuses on the fall of man, 
something central in such works as the Bible’s 
Book of Genesis, Paradise Lost, and Lord of the 
Flies. The novel can be read as Gene’s movement 
from innocence to experience, as he progresses 
from his ignorance of humanity’s tendency towards 
thoughtless yet harmful actions to recognizing his 
own potential for such acts. More significantly, the 
novel chronicles Phineas’ progression from his ini- 
tial belief in the world’s benevolence and in his 
own integrity—defined by a rigid set of rules such 
as winning at sports, never lying about one’s height, 
saying prayers just in case God exists, and never 
blaming a friend without cause—to his final real- 
ization of Gene’s role in the accident. 


Second, the novel is a bildungsroman, a Ger- 
man term meaning “novel of formation.” This tra- 
dition includes such literary masterpieces as The 
Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, David Copper- 
field, and Little Women. The bildungsroman fo- 
cuses on the development of the protagonist’s mind 
and character from childhood to adulthood, chart- 
ing the crises which lead to maturation and recog- 
nition of one’s identity and place in the world. A 
Separate Peace follows Gene Forrester’s progress 
through the formative years of his adolescence, and 
specifically his relationship with Phineas. Gene— 
short for Eugene—is Greek for “well-born.” While 
Gene is from a Southern family affluent enough to 
send him to prep school, his identity isn’t as secure 
as his name suggests: before the accident, he im- 
plies the posters on his wall of a large Southern es- 
tate represent his home. Initially Gene emulates 
Phineas: he joins him in climbing the tree and 
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jumping into the river, being late for dinner, and 
taking a forbidden trip to the beach. Later, he wants 
to become Phineas, as when he tries on his clothes 
and feels confident “that I would never stumble 
through the confusions of my own character again.” 
Phineas, too, feels their connection: after the acci- 
dent, he informs Gene that he must become an ath- 
lete in Finny’s stead. Later, Gene realizes that his 
“aid alone had never seemed to him in the category 
of help .... Phineas had thought of me as an ex- 
tension of himself.” However, as Gene matures he 
starts to develop his own identity. He recognizes 
his attraction to deadly things and, more signifi- 
cantly, he writes a narrative about his relationship 
with Phineas revealing the flaws in his own char- 
acter which led to Phineas’s death. 


Third, A Separate Peace is a boys’ school 
story, a tradition which includes such books as Tom 
Brown’s Schooldays, Stalky and Co, Goodbye Mr. 
Chips, and even Dead Poets Society. It is set in 
what John Rowe Townsend in Written for Children 
refers to as the “hothouse environment” of board- 
ing school, a self-contained world with an aura of 
privilege based on class and money. Typically, 
such a school is a place for education and growth. 
Here it also represents the last place of freedom and 
safety for the boys, guarding their last days of child- 
hood and standing as “the tame fringe of the last 
and greatest wilderness,” adulthood. Moreover, it 
functions as a microcosm of the real world, deal- 
ing with issues of leadership, discipline, rivalry, 
and friendship. The novel diverges from this tradi- 
tion in one respect: while pre-World War I school 
stories focused on what Townsend maintains were 
“ ‘Games to play out, whether earnest or fun’—it 
was magnificent but it was not war; it had nothing 
to do with life and death in the trenches,” A Sepa- 
rate Peace has everything to do with it. Gene fights 
his private war at school, and his actions and their 
effects echo the world’s large-scale war. When he 
leaves Devon School, he feels ready to enter this 
war, for he no longer has any enmity to contribute. 
Indeed, Gene comments that he never killed any- 
one, nor did he develop an intense hatred for the 
enemy, “Because my war ended before I ever put 
on a uniform; I was on active duty all my time at 
school; I killed my enemy there.” In the end, Gene 
realizes that his real enemy is himself and his im- 
pulse towards mindless destruction—and he be- 
lieves he overcame this enemy only after causing 
Phineas’s death. 


One of the novel’s strengths lies in its struc- 
ture, and particularly its treatment of time. The nar- 
rative is designed as a story within a story, with the 
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outer layer occurring on a dark November day. In 
contrast, the inner layer follows a progression 
through the seasons, beginning and ending in June. 
This cycle implies the notion of life going on de- 
spite everything, while the seasons’ passing, along 
with the bleak winter’s day at the beginning, sug- 
gest time’s inevitable passage. The narrative is ex- 
ceptionally good where time becomes broken into 
pieces on the day of Phineas’ operation and death: 
Gene’s movements at 10:10, 11:00, 11:10, 12:00, 
2:30, and 4:45 are like heartbeats, which stop with 
Phineas’s heart. 


Another of the novel’s strengths is Knowles’ 
remarkable economy of language. The key to many 
of the minor characters appears in a single phrase: 
Elwin ‘Leper’ Lepellier is “the person who was 
most often and most emphatically taken by sur- 
prise,” while Brinker Hadley cannot, “for all his 
self-sufficiency ... do much without company.” 
Significant events occur almost as briefly, such as 
when Gene reads Leper’s cryptic telegram and 
faces “in advance whatever the destruction was. 
That was what I learned to do that winter.” Leper’s 
description of Gene and Phineas on the tree limb 
is meticulous and evocative: ““The one holding on 
to the trunk sank for a second, up and down like a 
piston, and then the other one sank and fell.’” The 
last sentence of the novel, where Gene acknowl- 
edges the truth of humanity’s inherent evil, is just 
as precise: “this enemy they thought they saw 
across the frontier, this enemy who never attacked 
that way—if he ever attacked at all; if he was in- 
deed the enemy.” 


Knowles is a master of characterization, which 
we see best in his creation of Phineas who, as the 
epitome of careless grace, resembles the figurehead 
of a ship. Like Beowulf, Tarzan, and Hercules, 
Phineas has no last name; he is only Phineas. The 
name, which means “oracle” in Hebrew, has three- 
fold Biblical significance. Phinehas, son of Aaron, 
was a judge and priest: Phineas constantly judges 
Gene, but always with complete integrity, and in 
the end offers him forgiveness. Phinehas, son of 
Eli, was a rebellious youth who redeemed himself 
by protecting the Ark: while Phineas too is rebel- 
lious, he redeems himself by embodying the 
essence of boyhood before the war, in his love of 
sport for its own sake—he breaks the swimming 
record simply for the challenge—and in his inde- 
fatigability, always displaying “‘a steady and for- 
midable flow of usable energy.” Finally, Phineas 
the angel was the youngest of the seventy-two 
angels of the Lord: like these traditional bearers of 
peace, Phineas is unfit for war because of his fun- 
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damental idealism. As Gene comments, once 
Phineas became bored with the war he’d be mak- 
ing friends with the enemy, chatting, and generally 
getting things “‘so scrambled up nobody would 
know who to fight any more.’” His major role is 
as catalyst for Gene’s developing personality. By 
presenting Gene with his utter uniqueness, Phineas 
forces him to grapple with questions of identity and 
to confront the unrealized depths of his own char- 
acter. 


Despite its many strengths, A Separate Peace 
contains a few flaws. Its detailed descriptions of 
setting are rarely weli-integrated into the narrative. 
In addition, many of the minor characters (with the 
exception of Leper and Brinker) are poorly devel- 
oped: Mr. Prud’homme appears as a foolish cipher, 
and the few women in the novel—such as the fac- 
ulty wives, Leper’s mother, or Hazel Brewster, the 
town belle—are mere stock characters. Further- 
more, Knowles’ symbolism falls short of its po- 
tential. While Gene implies that the tree holds great 
significance for him as something which is no 
longer intimidating or unique but to which he is 
still drawn, he goes no further with his specula- 
tions. However, this lack of development was in- 
tentional: as Knowles comments in his “The Young 
Writer’s Real Friends,’ “If anything appeared 
which looked suspiciously like a symbol, I left it 
on its own .... I know that if I began with symbols, 
I would end with nothing; if I began with certain 
individuals I might end up by creating symbols.” 
Finally, Gene’s vantage point from fifteen years 
later is problematic, for it raises questions about the 
unreliability of his narrative and creates a disqui- 
eting sense of vagueness. We see Phineas only as 
Gene remembers him, thus Phineas is a construc- 
tion of Gene’s memory. In addition, Gene’s refusal 
to pursue the question of whether or not he’s truly 
changed is disturbing: while he insists he’s im- 
proved since his days at school, noting his achieve- 
ments of security and peace after having survived 
the war and gained worldly success, his tone sug- 
gests a lack of conviction. Moreover, though he im- 
plies that he’s imbued some of Phineas’ vitality, 
this doesn’t appear in his narrative, and we’re left 
to wonder whether he’s really grown. 


Nevertheless, Gene’s narrative provides us 
with one valuable insight into the effects of 
humanity’s unthinking tendencies. After the second 
accident, Phineas comments to Gene: “‘It was 
just some kind of blind impulse you had in the tree 
there .... It wasn’t anything you really felt against 
me, it wasn’t some kind of hate you’ve felt all 
along. It wasn’t anything personal.’” Here, 


Knowles makes the point that it’s exactly this sort 
of impulsive and impersonal action which causes 
war, death, and conflict in the world—and it hap- 
pens constantly and repeatedly. Gene supports this 
notion, realizing that “wars were not made by gen- 
erations and their special stupidities, but that wars 
were made instead by something ignorant in the hu- 
man heart.” This is what happened between him 
and Phineas, and what he believes happened to 
bring the world to war. 


The real meaning of A Separate Peace lies in 
its title. Phineas’ imaginary worlds create a peace 
separate from the world at war, and he invites oth- 
ers—and especially Gene—into this peaceful 
sphere. As the champion of Phineas’ world, Gene 
delights in “this liberation we had torn from the 
gray encroachments of 1943, the escape we had 
concocted, this afternoon of momentary, illusory, 
special and separate peace.” In the end, however, 
Gene arrives at his real peace—if he indeed does— 
apart from Phineas. Though he says that Finny’s 
life and death taught him a way of living—<an at- 
mosphere in which I continued now to live, a way 
of sizing up the world with erratic and entirely per- 
sonal reservations”—he reaches this atmosphere 
only after separating himself from Phineas and 
finding his own identity. This process is ongoing, 
and entails Gene’s acknowledgement that the real 
enemy is within himself and, indeed, within each 
of us: we’re all liable to corruption from within by 
our own envy, anger, and fear. In the end, inner 
peace is achieved only after fighting one’s own, 
private war of growing up. In this sense, the war is 
symbolic also of the inner struggle from adoles- 
cence to maturity. 


Source: Anne Hiebert Alton, in an essay for Novels for Stu- 
dents, Gale, 1997. 


David G. Holborn 


In the following excerpt, Holborn describes A 
Separate Peace as a novel about war, especially 
within the human heart. 


It is hard to imagine a book that has more to 
say to youth about to enter the conflict-ridden adult 
world than John Knowles’ A Separate Peace. Huck 
Finn and The Catcher in the Rye come immedi- 
ately to mind as forbears of this novel of matura- 
tion, and if Knowles lacks the range and dramatic 
intensity of Twain, he at least provides more an- 
swers than Salinger to the vexing problems of ado- 
lescence. 


The novel is set at Devon, a small New Eng- 
land prep school, during the Second World War. 
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The details and atmosphere of such a school are re- 
alistically rendered in the dormitories and playing 
fields, the lawn parties and the truancies. Accuracy 
of fact and mood makes this an interesting and grip- 
ping story. But it is more than just a good story be- 
cause it has at least two other dimensions. From 
beginning to end little Devon is impinged upon by 
the world at war, so much so that the ordinary round 
of prep school activities takes on a militaristic fla- 
voring. Along with the outward pressures exerted 
by the war are the internal pressures, particularly 
in the narrator Gene, which lead to self-discovery 
and an acceptance of human ideals and human frail- 
ties. It is the integration of these three focuses that 
makes this such an effective and satisfying novel. 


The novel opens with the narrator’s return to 
Devon fifteen years after the action of the story he 
is about to tell. He presents two realistic scenes that 
later become associated with important events in 
the story: the First Academy Building, with its un- 
usually hard marble floors that cause the second 
break in Phineas’s leg; and the tree, that real and 
symbolic tree which is the place of Finny’s initial 
accident and the presentation of lost innocence. 
These detailed places occasion the narrator’s med- 
itation, and suddenly through flashback we are 
transported to the idyllic summer of 1942. This 
framework narrative and flashback technique is im- 
portant because it sets up a vehicle for conveying 
judgments to the reader about character and action 
from two perspectives: sometimes we are getting 
Gene’s reaction at the moment and other times we 
are receiving the retrospective judgment of the ma- 
ture man. 


I mention this narrative technique not merely 
as a matter of literary style but as an indication of 
the serious, thoughtful quality of the novel. The au- 
thor wishes us to see the growth of Gene and at the 
same time experience an exciting story, not a philo- 
sophical or psychological tract. This is deftly ac- 
complished by means of the dual perspective. The 
following comment on the important motif of fear 
illustrates the mature man reflecting on the entire 
experience at Devon: 


Preserved along with it, like stale air in an unopened 
room, was the well-known fear which had surrounded 
and filled those days, so much of it that I hadn’t even 
known it was there. Because, unfamiliar with the ab- 
sence of fear and what that was like, I had not been 
able to identify its presence. 


Looking back now across fifteen years, I could see 


with great clarity the fear I had lived in, which must 
mean that in the interval I had succeeded in a very 
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important undertaking: I must have made my escape 
from it. 


This statement is more philosophical and 
judgmental than most later reflective statements, 
since at this point the story proper has not even be- 
gun. But the mature man is heard at intervals 
throughout the novel, as in this analogy of war to 
a wave: 


So the war swept over like a wave at the seashore, 
gathering power and size as it bore on us.... I did not 
stop to think that one wave is inevitably followed by 
another even larger and more powerful, when the tide 
1s coming 1n. 

Comments such as these encourage the reader 
to pause in the story and reflect on the significance 
of events, certainly an important thing to do with 
any novel but particularly with a novel of matura- 
tion. 


The story proper begins in the summer of 1942. 
It is the calm before the storm, the storm of course 
being the world at war. For these boys—primarily 
Gene, Finny, and Leper—the war is still a year 
away. Even the faculty at Devon treat the reduced 
summer school class with a bemused tolerance. 
This summertime Devon is like Eden: the sun al- 
ways seems to shine, the days endlessly filled with 
games on the playing fields. This Eden also has its 
tree and, like the original, this is the tree of the 
knowledge of good and evil. At first, however, it 
is just a tree, something to jump from into the clear 
cool waters of the Devon River. As idyllic as this 
summer and this particular game of jumping from 
the tree are, hints of the impending war keep creep- 
ing in. Jumping from the tree becomes a test of 
courage, a kind of boot camp obstacle. So, taking 
a cue from war literature, the boys call their jump- 
ing group the Super Suicide Society of the Sum- 
mer Session. Always the consummate athlete, 
Finny jumps first with fluid grace and without ap- 
parent fear. Gene is reluctant, but cannot refuse the 
challenge. The two close buddies cement their 
friendship in this test. Leper, at least on this first 
occasion, does not jump. This foreshadows his later 
inability to cope with the pressures of the war. Al- 
ready the superficial harmony of the summer is dis- 
rupted by this competition which separates the boys 
according to those who possess the particular skills 
and temperament necessary in the world of war and 
those who don’t. The scene is a preparation for the 
key event of the book where Finny breaks his leg, 
and an early reminder that Eden cannot really ex- 
ist in this world. 


Certainly not all generations have had to face 
impending world war, but this fact does not lessen 
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the relevance of this book for young readers today. 
Until recently, the nuclear threat was very much on 
the minds of our youth. While that threat has been 
greatly reduced, instant communications have 
made regional conflicts a part of the average fam- 
ily’s daily viewing. Though this vicarious experi- 
ence is not the same as Gene’s and Finny’s virtual 
certainty of going to war, most of today’s young 
readers fear war and have a similar sense of a de- 
mon lurking in the woods beyond the playing 
fields, threatening at any moment to swallow them 
in their innocent play. 


In A Separate Peace, however, Knowles 
plumbs more deeply than the war on the surface. 
We get hint after hint, culminating in Gene’s and 
Finny’s awareness of what really happened in the 
tree, that the war is also within, its battles waged 
in the individual breast and then subsequently be- 
tween bosom buddies. 


Gene and Finny have a special relationship but 
it is not immune—at least on Gene’s part—from 
the petty jealousies that infect most relationships. 
In Gene’s own words, Finny is “too good to be 
true.” He plays games, like the blitzball he in- 
vented, for the sheer joy of exhibiting his remark- 
able athletic skills. He is a natural. One day he 
breaks the school swimming record in the hundred 
yard freestyle, with Gene as the only witness, but 
has no desire to repeat it in an official meet. The 
idea of having done it is enough. And because of 
his affability, he can talk his way out of almost any 
jam, as he did the day he was caught at the head- 
master’s lawn party wearing the school tie for a 
belt. One side of Gene admires Finny for these 
feats, while another, darker side envies him for his 
ability to glide through life unscathed. As Gene 
says about Finny after the party at the headmas- 
ter’s: 


He had gotten away with everything. I felt a sudden 
stab of disappointment. That was because I just 
wanted to see some more excitement; that must have 
been it. 


The last statement is a rationalization, and a 
weak one at that. Knowles lets the rationalization 
stand without a direct statement of truth from the 
older man’s perspective, but the irony leaves no 
doubt as to Gene’s true feelings. Surely any reader, 
and particularly the youthful one, can identify with 
this ambivalent reaction to a friend’s success. In 
the end Gene comes to understand and accept these 
feelings, and the book as a whole makes the state- 
ment that only by becoming conscious of these feel- 
ings, and coming to terms with them, can a person 


grow toward maturity. Refusing to face up to jeal- 
ousies leads only to tragedies such as the one that 
occurs in this book. 


Gene’s envy of Finny comes to a head when 
he concludes wrongly that Finny is keeping him 
occupied with games so that his grades will suffer. 
Gene is the best student in the class and Finny the 
best athlete, but Gene thinks Finny wants him to 
jeopardize his supremacy in academics so Finny 
can shine more brightly. It is at this juncture in the 
book that the boys go off to the tree for what turns 
out to be the last meeting of the Super Suicide So- 
ciety of the Summer Session. 


The basic facts concerning Finny’s fall from 
the tree that results in his broken leg are revealed 
in the first narration of the event, but the reader has 
to wait for the corroborating evidence presented by 
Leper months later at a mock trial, along with his 
peculiar emotional and artistic perception of the 
event. The facts as presented by Gene are that his 
knees bent and he “jounced the limb.” It is impos- 
sible to know how much, if any, forethought was 
involved in the disastrous movement itself. What 
is clear from the juxtaposition of this event and the 
commentary that precedes it is that Gene reacts in 
some recess of his being, not, as we might have ex- 
pected, to get back at Finny for hampering him in 
his studies, but out of a sudden awareness that 
Finny was not jealous of him, was not competing. 
It goes back to the statement that Finny is too good 
to be true. This is a particularly keen insight into 
the human heart; namely, that we often strike out 
at others not because of the harm they have done 
us but because their goodness sheds light on our 
own mistrustfulness. 


In the case of Finny, his goodness is of a pe- 
culiar kind. He is not good from the faculty’s point 
of view since he does not study very hard and 
breaks as many of the rules as he can. His is a kind 
of natural goodness, a harmoniousness with the 
sun, the earth and its seasons, and his fellow man— 
so long as his fellow man preserves his imagina- 
tion and participates in Finny’s rituals of celebra- 
tion. It has justly been said that Finny is not a 
realistic character, yet he is an interesting one, and 
something more than a foil for Gene. Most readers 
have probably had childhood friends with some of 
the characteristics of Finny; it is in the sum of his 
part that he deviates from reality. 


Finny is a character fated to die, not because 
of anything he does, or anything anyone does to 
him—-though Gene’s action against him is signifi- 
cant—but because of what he is and what the world 
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is. If the idyllic summer could have lasted forever, 
then Finny could have lived a full life. If winter 
Olympic games could have taken the place of fight- 
ing troops on skis, then Finny’s leg might have been 
made whole again. But the world is at war and the 
first casualties—Leper and Finny—are those 
whose beings are antithetical to the disruption that 
is war. Finny’s harmoniousness cannot coexist with 
the dislocation of war. Gene humorously acknowl- 
edges this when he says: 


“They’d get you some place at the front and there’d 
be a lull in the fighting, and the next thing anyone 
knew you’d be over with the Germans or the Japs, 
asking if they’d like to field a baseball team against 
our side. You'd be sitting in one of their command 
posts, teaching them English. Yes, you’d get con- 
fused and borrow one of their uniforms, and you'd 
lend them one of yours. Sure, that’s what would hap- 
pen. You’d get things so scrambled up nobody would 
know who to fight anymore. You’d make a mess, a 
terrible mess, Finny, out of the war.” 


To Finny, the war was like blitzball, a free- 
flowing, individualistic game, with no allies and no 
enemies. To Gene, though he doesn’t like to admit 
it, the war was all too real before he even got to it, 
so much so that his best friend became his enemy. 


Leper, the character third in importance in the 
book, is the one most directly affected by the war 
and the one whose testimony at the mock trial seals 
the truth of the tree incident. Leper returns to De- 
von after having a nervous breakdown in boot 
camp. He is the most sensitive of all the boys, a 
loner and a lover of nature. His testimony not only 
confirms what actually happened in the tree, but 
also, through descriptive imagery, places the event 
in the context of the war. Leper’s distracted mind 
remembers all the concrete details of the scene. 
Finny and Gene were in the tree and Leper was 
looking up, with the sun in his eyes, “and the rays 
of the sun were shooting past them, millions of rays 
shooting past them like—like golden machine-gun 
fire.” And when the two in the tree moved, “they 
moved like an engine. The one holding on to the 
trunk sank for a second, up and down like a pis- 
ton, and then the other one sank and fell.” Leper, 
who previously saw the world in terms of snails 
and beaver dams, sees the action in the tree in terms 
of engines and machine-guns. This is because of 
what the war has done to him, and more subtly, it 
is a commentary on how a game in a tree has be- 
come a wartime battle. All three boys are pum- 
melled by the machine of war, because, as the book 
seems to tell us, war is a condition of the human 
heart and soul. 
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The ultimate meaning of this book, and its uni- 
versal message, is in this idea about war being 
something that is within us. Of the three characters 
discussed here, the war within is really only dra- 
matized in Gene, but Gene is the representative 
boy; Leper and especially Finny are exceptions. 
Gene is our narrator and it is he with whom we 
identify. The war may flare out at various times 
and take on form in France or Germany, Korea or 
Vietnam, but when we look for the causes we 
should look first within. This concept ties together 
all the strands of the novel. 


But as much as this is a book about war— 
within and without—it is also a book about peace. 
The human heart stripped naked to reveal its pride 
and jealousy, is a cause for sober reflection. But 
the title, A Separate Peace, encourages the reader 
to pass with Gene through the sufferings of war to 
achieve a peace. This peace is based upon under- 
standing and the growth that follows such under- 
standing. Finny achieves one kind of separate 
peace, the peace of death; it is left to Gene to 
achieve a separate peace that will allow him to live 
with himself and others in the adult world, chas- 
tened and strengthened by his mistake. His words 
at the end show us that he has succeeded: 


Į never killed anybody and I never developed an in- 
tense level of hatred for the enemy. Because my war 
ended before I ever put on a uniform; I was on ac- 
tive duty all my time at school; I killed my enemy 
there. 


This growth in awareness that leads Gene to 
his separate peace makes the ending of this book 
an optimistic one. Some readers seem to feel this 
book is another Lord of the Flies, a novel that de- 
picts human nature when stripped of social institu- 
tions as reverting to a frighteningly depraved state. 
This is not the case in A Separate Peace. Once rec- 
ognized and accepted the war within is tamed. 


Furthermore, Knowles does not describe the 
weakness within as evil, but rather as a form of ig- 
norance. After the mock trial, Gene tries to tell 
Finny what it was that caused him to jounce the 
limb: “It was just some ignorance inside me, some 
crazy thing inside me, something blind, that’s all it 
was.” One chapter later war is described in the same 
terms by the narrator: “Because it seemed clear that 
wars were not made by generations and their spe- 
cial stupidities, but that wars were made by some- 
thing ignorant in the human heart.” Most ignorance 
is not invincible; Gene proves this. 


A Separate Peace is a novel that should be read 
by adolescents and adults alike, and it should be 
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discussed openly. Jealousy, misunderstanding, and 
fear do indeed breed violence when they are kept 
within. Or they can be liberated, not once and for 
all perhaps, but over and over again if they are seen 
for what they are in the light of day. This is all we 
know of peace in this world. 


Source: David G. Holborn, “A Rationale for Reading John 
Knowles’ A Separate Peace,” in Censored Books: Critical 
Viewpoints, Nicholas J. Karolides, Lee Burress, John M. 
Kean, eds., The Scarecrow Press, Inc., 1993, pp. 456-63. 


Marvin E. Mengeling 

In the following excerpt, Mengeling examines 
allusions to classical myth, particularly Greek 
mythology, in A Separate Peace. 


There is an obvious pattern of Greek allusions 
in A Separate Peace. At one important point 
Phineas is described as “Greek inspired and 
Olympian.” He is athletic and beautiful, blazing 
with “sunburned health.” He walks before Gene in 
a “continuous flowing balance” that acknowledges 
an “unemphatic unity of strength.” Though Gene, 
as any boy his age, is often given to imaginative 
hyperbole (as we all are when our Gods are in- 
volved), there is no doubt that to him and the other 
boys Phineas is “unique.” Behind his “controlled 
ease” there rests the “strength of five people.” And 
even if he cannot carry a tune as well as he carries 
other people, Phineas loves all music, for in it, as 
in the sea and all nature, he seems to sense the ba- 
sic beat of life, health, and regeneration. His voice 
carries a musical undertone. It is as naked and sin- 
cere as his emotions. Only Phineas has what to 
Gene is a “shocking self-acceptance.” Only Phineas 
never really lies. 


At the beginning of the book Phineas sets the 
stage for his own special function. On forcing Gene 
out of the tree for the first time, he says, “I’m good 
for you that way. You tend to back away other- 
wise.” Phineas knows that Gene must jump from 
the tree, because in some cryptic fashion which 
only he seems to understand, they are “getting 
ready for the war.” Among the Devon boys only 
Phineas knows that they must be conforming in 
every possible way to what is happening and what 
is going to happen in the general warfare of life. 
The first necessary step toward successful con- 
frontation of what is going to happen rests in self- 
knowledge. 


One cold winter morning, after Finny’s “acci- 
dent,” Gene is running a large circle around 
Phineas, being trained, as Phineas puts it, for the 
1944 Olympic Games. With his broken leg Phineas 
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knows that the Games are closed to himself; he will 
have to participate through Gene, who was always 
as disinterested in sports as Phineas seemed to be 
in his studies. Gene is huffing, his body and lungs 
wracked with tiring pains that hit like knife thrusts. 
“Then,” he says, “for no reason at all, I felt mag- 
nificent. It was as though my body until that instant 
had simply been lazy, as though the aches and ex- 
haustion were all imagined, created from nothing 
in order to keep me from truly exerting myself. 
Now my body seemed at last, to say, “Well, if you 
must have it, here!’ and an accession of strength 
came flooding through me. Buoyed up, I forgot my 
usual feeling of routine self-pity when working out, 
I lost myself, oppressed mind along with aching 
body; all entanglements were shed, I broke into the 
clear.” After finishing the grueling run Gene and 
his Olympian coach have the following significant 
and two-leveled conversation: 


Phineas: You found your rhythm, didn’t you, that 
third time around. Just as you came into that straight 
part there. 

Gene: Yes, right there. 


Phineas: You’ve been pretty lazy all along, haven’t 
you? 


Gene: Yes, I guess I have been. 


Phineas: You didn’t even know anything about your- 
self. 


Gene: I don’t guess I did, in a way. 


At one point Gene decides that Phineas’ seem- 
ingly irrepressible mind (he ignored many of the 
small rules of behavior at Devon) was not com- 
pletely unleashed, that he did abide by certain rules 
of conduct “cast in the form of Commandments.” 
One rule is that you should not lie. Another is that 
one should always pray because there just might be 
a God. And there is the idea that is the key to the 
entire Phineas outlook: that “You always win at 
sport.” To Phineas, sports were the absolute good, 
the measure of the balanced life. The significance 
that eludes Gene at this point, as it eludes most peo- 
ple everywhere today, is that everyone can and 
should win at sports, because in the Greek view of 
Phineas sports are not so much a competition 
against others—a matter of pride and winning at 
any cost—but a competition against oneself, a 
healthy struggle in which one measures his capac- 
ities without ego, fear, or hubris. We easily iden- 
tify with Gene’s total disbelief when Phineas pri- 
vately shatters a school swimming record but 
wishes no public recognition. He says, “I just 
wanted to see if I could do it. Now I know.” This 
is the Olympic Games spirit as it should be and as 
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it perhaps once was. Phineas adds, “when they dis- 
covered the circle they created sports.” And when 
they discovered the circle they also created the uni- 
versal symbol for the whole man. 


Using classical myth as a tool for understand- 
ing the present is hardly new to literature. James 
Joyce, for one, demonstrated with genius its rele- 
vance to modern life and art. In A Separate Peace, 
myth is molded and altered when necessary to fit 
Knowles’ dramatic purposes. The episode con- 
cerning the Devon Winter Carnival, that special 
artistic creation of Phineas, not only provides ex- 
cellent examples of Knowles’ mythological 
method, but is thematically very important as mark- 
ing the symbolic point of passage for the Olympic 
spirit—its flame of life—from Phineas to Gene. It 
is during the carnival scene that Phineas, leg in cast, 
dances a rapturous and wild bacchanal, his special, 
and last, “choreography of peace.” For the briefest 
of moments in a drab world’s drabbest season 
Phineas creates a world of Dionysian celebration 
that infuses Gene with divine enthusiasm. At this 
point, Knowles chooses to blend the figure of the 
young Phoebus Apollo (Phineas before the fall) 
with that of the resurrected Dionysus (Phineas af- 
ter his fall; who has finally discovered what “suf- 
fering” is). 

In ancient Greece the Dionysian festival began 
in the spring of the year with Greek women trav- 
elling into the hills to be “reborn” again through 
mystical union with the God of Wine. They danced, 
they drank, they leaped in wild frenzy as all re- 
straint melted away. At the center of the ceremony 
they seized a goat, perhaps a bull, sometimes a man 
(all believed to be incarnations of Dionysus), and 
tore the live victim to shreds. A ceremony of pa- 
gan communion followed in which the victim’s 
blood was quaffed and the flesh eaten, whereby the 
communicants thought their souls would be entered 
and possessed by their resurrected god. Knowles 
surely bore in mind the festival of Dionysus when 
erecting his superb carnival scene. In a sense, this 
invention of Phineas marks his resurrection, for it 
is the first project in which he has exhibited per- 
sonal interest since his fall. At last, though briefly, 
the “old” Phineas seems to have returned somewhat 
in body and spirit. Amid a scene of mayhem, in 
which “there was going to be no government, even 
by whim,” the boys circle around Brinker Hadley, 
throw themselves upon him, and forcibly take his 
jealously guarded cache of hard cider. They drink, 
they dance, they throw off the fear and “violence 
latent in the day,” losing themselves completely in 
the festival of Phineas. Then, with the burning of 
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Homer’s book of war, The Iliad, a specialized ver- 
sion of the Olympic Games begins, a somewhat 
nicer type of “warfare.” Soon, from the monarch’s 
chair of black walnut—whose regal legs and arms 
end in the paws and heads of lions—Phineas rises 
to full height on the prize table, and at the “hub” 
of the proceedings begins his wild bacchanal. Gene 
says that “Under the influence not I know of the 
hardest cider but of his own inner joy at life for a 
moment as it should be, as it was meant to be in 
his nature, Phineas recaptured that magic gift for 
existing primarily in space, one foot conceding 
briefly to gravity its rights before spinning him off 
again into the air. It was his wildest demonstration 
of himself, of himself in the kind of world he loved; 
it was his choreography of peace.” 


Prior to the Carnival, Gene says he had acted 
simply as a “Chorus” to Phineas, but now the beau- 
tiful boy-god, sitting amid the tabled prizes, makes 
a request of Gene: on a physical level, to qualify 
for their Olympic Games; on a spiritual level, to 
qualify for salvation. During the past weeks Gene 
has made the Phineas outlook and spirit more and 
more a part of his own, and so infused, he now re- 
acts to the request in the only way possible: “...it 
wasn’t cider which made me in this moment cham- 
pion of everything he ordered, to run as though I 
were the abstraction of speed, to walk the half- 
circle of statues on my hands, to balance on my 
head on top of the icebox on top of the Prize Table, 
to jump if he had asked it across the Naguamsett 
and land crashing in the middle of Quackenbush’s 
boat house, to accept at the end of it amid a clat- 
ter of applause—for this day even the schoolboy 
egotism of Devon was conjured away—a wreath 
made from the evergreen trees which Phineas 
placed on my head.” 


Somehow, Gene has mystically been passed 
the saving spirit and Code of Phineas. His new 
growth and knowledge are immediately tested. The 
Carnival ends prematurely when Gene receives an 
ominous telegram from Leper Lepellier asking 
Gene to come to his winter-bound home in Ver- 
mont. Gene suspects that the fruits of such an iso- 
lated meeting will not be pleasant ones, but he also 
knows that he must sometimes face certain harsh 
realities alone, even if only a little at a time. Also, 
he realizes that he has a chance to endure now, for 
the influence of Phineas, god of sun, light, and 
truth, is always with him. As he finally approaches 
Leper’s house he thinks that, like Phineas, “The sun 
was the blessing of the morning, the one celebrat- 
ing element, an aesthete with no purpose except to 
shed radiance. Everything else was sharp and hard, 


A Separate Peace 

but this Grecian sun (my italics) evoked joy from 
every angularity and blurred with brightness the 
stiff face of the countryside. As I walked briskly 
out the road the wind knifed at my face, but this 
sun caressed the back of my neck.” 


Now Gene does not immediately dash away 
when learning the grim tale of Leper’s Section- 
Eight. The summer before Gene would have run 
quickly from such unpleasantness back to the ma- 
ternal and more secure confines of old Devon, but 
now he needs “too much to know the facts,” and 
though he finally does run away in the “failing sun- 
shine” from the horrible details of Leper’s casualty, 
he has shown strong signs of significant progress. 
“J had had many new experiences,” Gene says, 
“and I was growing up.” 


Physically, Phineas dies. The reasons are 
twofold. All gods must die physically; it is in their 
nature to be spiritual, and in the case of many, sac- 
rificial. Phineas dies that Gene might live. Second, 
Phineas must be crushed physically to emphasize 
that the present world is really no place for the full- 
blown powers and principles which he represents 
in his symbolic guise of Phoebus Apollo. Changes 
in man’s psychological makeup do not erupt like 
some overnight volcano of the sea. Such transition 
is always painfully slow, necessarily too slow. But 
perhaps now, in a ruptured world that is heaped 
with war’s unromantic statistics and computerized 
cruelties, humanity will choose to reemerge from 
its emotional rubble. Gene always had the bril- 
liance, the IQ, the “brains,” but they were untem- 
pered by a proper emotional stance. He had envy 
and he had great fear. He had no balance. Phineas 
disappears in a physical sense, but his spiritual in- 
fluence, a portion of his code, will endure in 
Gene—a tiny spark in the darkness searching for 
human tinder. The spirit of Apollo has possessed 
its prophet and will now speak through his mouth. 
Gene’s self has become “Phineas-filled,” and to 
Gene, Phineas was “present in every moment of 
every day” since he died. First Gene and then per- 
haps a few others will relearn the road to Greece. 
“I was ready for the war,” Gene says, “now that I 
no longer had any hatred to contribute to it. My 
fury was gone, I felt it gone, dried up at the source, 
withered and lifeless. Phineas had absorbed it and 
taken it with him, and I was rid of it forever.” Even 
fifteen years later when Gene returns to Devon he 
approaches the school down a street lined with 
houses to him reminiscent of “Greek Revival tem- 
pes.” The cause of wars within and without the in- 
dividual, that “something ignorant in the human 
heart,” has now been exorcised. 


The purgated emotions of negative content had 
been fear, jealousy, and hate, emotions which re- 
sult in wars both personal and global. The positive 
emotions which then must replace them are friend- 
ship, loyalty, and love toward all mankind and na- 
ture, emotions which result in peace and an appre- 
ciation of life and its beauty. Even though Phineas 
had broken every minor and stuffy Devon regula- 
tion, never had a student seemed to love the school 
more “truly and deeply.” Edith Hamilton writes in 
The Greek Way that “To rejoice in life, to find the 
world beautiful and delightful to live in, was a mark 
of the Greek spirit which distinguished it from all 
that had gone before. It is a vital distinction.” So 
although the world is not yet ready for the apoth- 
eosis of some golden Greek Apollo, perhaps it is 
prepared, after its most recent blood gluts and 
promises of human extinction, for the first falter- 
ing step toward a world full of the Phineas-filled, 
a step which must necessarily begin with the con- 
quering of a small part of the forest of self—a step 
toward the far frontiers of ancient Greece. 

Source: Marvin E. Mengeling, “A Separate Peace: Mean- 


ing and Myth,” in English Journal, Vol. 58, No. 9, Decem- 
ber, 1969, pp. 1322-29. 
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The story of Chinua Achebe’s novel Things Fall 
Apart takes place in the Nigerian village of 
Umuofia in the late 1880s, before missionaries and 
other outsiders have arrived. The Ibo clan practices 
common tribal traditions—worship of gods, sacri- 
fice, communal living, war, and magic. Leadership 
is based on a man’s personal worth and his contri- 
bution to the good of the tribe. Okonkwo stands out 
as a great leader of the Ibo tribe. Tribesmen respect 
Okonkwo for his many achievements. 


Even though the tribe reveres Okonkwo, he 
must be punished for his accidental shooting of a 
young tribesman. The Ibo ban Okonkwo from the 
clan for seven years. Upon his return to the village, 
Okonkwo finds a tribe divided by the influence of 
missionaries and English bureaucrats who have in- 
terrupted the routine of tradition. Only when 
Okonkwo commits the ultimate sin against the tribe 
does the tribe come back together to honor custom. 


Critics appreciate Achebe’s development of 
the conflict that arises when tradition clashes with 
change. He uses his characters and their unique lan- 
guage to portray the double tragedies that occur in 
the story. Readers identify not only with Okonkwo 
and his personal hardships but also with the Ibo 
culture and its disintegration. Chinua Achebe wrote 
Things Fall Apart not for his fellow Nigerians, but 
for people beyond his native country. He wanted 
to explain the truth about the effects of losing one’s 
culture. Published in 1958, the book was not widely 
read by Nigerians or by Africans in general. When 
Nigeria became independent in 1960, however, 
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Africans appreciated the novel for its important 
contribution to Nigerian history. 


Author Biography 


Chinua Achebe is a world-renowned scholar rec- 
ognized for his ability to write simply, yet elo- 
quently, about life’s universal qualities. His writ- 
ing weaves together history and fiction to produce 
a literary broadcloth that offers visions of people 
enduring real life. Critics appreciate his just and re- 
alistic treatment of his topics. 





Achebe writes primarily about his native 
Africa, where he was born Albert Chinualumogu 
Achebe in 1930. He grew up in Ogidi, Nigeria, one 
of the first centers of Anglican missionary work in 
Eastern Nigeria. His father and mother, Isaiah and 
Janet Achebe, were missionary teachers. Achebe’s 
life as a Christian and member of the Ibo tribe en- 
ables him to create realistic depictions of both con- 
temporary and pre-colonized Africa. He blends his 
knowledge of Western political ideologies and 
Christian doctrine with folklore, proverbs, and id- 
ioms from his native tribe to produce stories of 
African culture that are intimate and authentic. 


Achebe left the village of Ogidi to attend Gov- 
ernment College in Umuahia, and later, University 
College in Ibadan. He received his Bachelor of Arts 
degree from University College in 1953. He 
worked first for the Nigerian Broadcasting Corpo- 
ration as a writer and continued radio work in var- 
ious capacities until 1966, when he resigned from 
his post as Director of External Broadcasting. Dis- 
satisfied with the political climate that would later 
prompt the Biafran War, he began traveling abroad 
and lectured as the appointed Senior Research Fel- 
low for the University of Nigeria, Nsukka. 


Continuing his teaching career, Achebe ac- 
cepted a position with the University of Massachu- 
setts, Amherst, in 1972. He was a visiting Profes- 
sor of English at that institution until 1976 and again 
in 1987-1988. He also spent a year as a visiting pro- 
fessor at the University of Connecticut. In the in- 
tervening years, Achebe returned to his native coun- 
try to teach at the University of Nigeria, Nsukka. 


Achebe has written extensively throughout his 
adult life. His numerous articles, novels, short sto- 
ries, essays, and children’s books have earned pres- 
tigious awards. For example, his book of poetry 
Christmas in Biafra was a winner of the first Com- 
monwealth Poetry Prize. His novels Arrow of God 
and Anthills of the Savannah won, respectively, the 
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New Statesman-Jock Campbell Award and finalist 
for the 1987 Booker Prize in England. 


Achebe continues to write and participate in 
scholarly activities throughout the world, while 
making his home in Annandale, New York, with 
his wife, Christie. They have four children and 
teach at Bard College. 


Plot Summary 


Part I—Okonkwo’s Rise to Fame 

Achebe’s Things Fall Apart describes the tragic 
demise of an Ibo man named Okonkwo. Initially, 
Okonkwo rises from humble origins to become a 
powerful leader in Umuofia, a rural village in south- 
eastern Nigeria. As Okonkwo climbs the ladder to 
success, however, it becomes apparent that his 
strengths are also his weaknesses: his self-confi- 
dence becomes pride, his manliness develops into 
authoritarianism, and his physical strength eventu- 
ally turns into uncontrolled rage. In a broader sense, 
Achebe sets this story about Okonkwo at the end of 
the nineteenth century, when Europeans first began 
colonizing this region of Nigeria on a large scale. 
By so doing, Achebe establishes a parallel between 
Okonkwo’s personal tragedy and colonialism’s 
tragic destruction of native African cultures. 
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The first section of the novel describes 
Okonkwo’s rise to a position of power. Determined 
to overcome the unmanly and unsuccessful exam- 
ple of his father, Unoka, Okonkwo develops a 
strength and determination unmatched among his 
peers. These attributes enable him to become a 
great wrestler, strong warrior, wealthy farmer, and 
prestigious member of his community. As the 
Umuofians notice his extraordinary talents, they re- 
ward him with numerous titles and honors. For ex- 
ample, they make him the guardian of Ikemefuna, 
a young boy awarded to Umuofia as compensation 
for wrongs committed by a neighboring village. 
Similarly, when Okonkwo starts a farm, he receives 
a generous loan of 800 yams from Nwakibie, a 
wealthy farmer. Nwakibie is willing to loan these 
yams to Okonkwo because he knows that Okonkwo 
will succeed. Okonkwo proves his ability to suc- 
ceed by surviving even after a terrible drought de- 
stroys his crops. Undaunted by either his humble 
origins or the forces of nature, Okonkwo soon be- 
comes one of the most successful and well re- 
spected men in Umuofia. 


Okonkwo’s success, however, quickly begins 
to lead toward his ultimate downfall. Because he is 
so successful, he has little patience with unsuc- 
cessful and “unmanly” men like his father. In fact, 
he publicly insults Osugo, a less successful man, 
by calling him a woman during a kindred meeting. 
Not only does Okonkwo’s success lead to conflicts 
with other members of the village, but it also dras- 
tically disrupts his ability to rule his own family. 
Because of his autocratic style of ruling and im- 
pulsive anger, his own family fears him. In fact, his 
own son, Nwoye, eventually rejects him, much like 
Okonkwo had rejected his own father earlier—only 
Nwoye rejects Okonkwo for being excessively 
masculine, whereas Okonkwo rejected Unoka for 
not being manly enough. Even more significantly, 
Okonkwo’s hasty temper provokes him to beat his 
third wife, Ojiugo, during the sacred Week of 
Peace, a festival time during which Ibo custom 
strictly forbids any form of violence. Okonkwo 
commits his worst crime, however, when he par- 
ticipates in the sacrifice of Ikemefuna. After 
Okonkwo had raised Ikemefuna as his own son for 
several years, an Oracle required that the Umuofi- 
ans sacrifice Ikemefuna. Because Okonkwo had 
been like a father to Ikemefuna, Okonkwo’s friend 
Ezeudu warns him not to participate in the sacri- 
fice. When the rest of the men begin sacrificing 
Ikemefuna, however, Okonkwo disregards 
Ezeudu’s advice and participates in the sacrifice be- 
cause he fears that the others might consider him 


unmanly. When Nwoye eventually finds out about 
Ikemefuna’s death, he has a serious crisis that 
causes him to question not only his father’s exam- 
ple but also the customs and beliefs of his people. 


Despite Okonkwo’s numerous violations of 
custom and violent behavior, he ultimately loses 
his prestigious position in Umuofia not because of 
his misdeeds but because of an accident. During 
Ezeudu’s funeral ceremony, his gun misfires and 
accidentally kills a boy. Ironically, it is for this ac- 
cident rather than for his numerous misdeeds that 
the Umuofians burn down Okonkwo’s home and 
exile him for a period of seven years. 


Part II—Okonkwo’s Exile to Mbanta 

After being exiled from Umuofia, Okonkwo 
seeks refuge among his mother’s kinsmen in 
Mbanta, a neighboring village. During this time, 
the British begin colonizing the surrounding areas, 
and this begins a vicious cycle of mutual con- 
frontation as the two cultures clash. For example, 
the inhabitants of Abame kill the first white man 
who arrives in their city because they fear him and 
cannot communicate with him, and the British de- 
stroy Abame in retaliation for this murder. Christ- 
ian missionaries also begin arriving in Umuofia and 
Mbanta, and they hold debates to gain converts. 
Most of the people are not interested in the mis- 
sionaries’ religion, but a few people, including 
Okonkwo’s son Nwoye, convert. When Okonkwo 
finds out about Nwoye’s conversion, he becomes 
enraged and disowns Nwoye. Toward the end of 
Okonkwo’s exile, the tensions between the village 
and the missionaries escalate when the Christian 
converts kill a sacred python and the tribe retali- 
ates by ostracizing the Christians. After Okonkwo’s 
period of exile ends, he holds a great feast to thank 
his relatives, and he begins making preparations for 
his return to Umuofia. 


Part I1I—Okonkwo’s Return to 
Umuofia 

In the final section, Okonkwo returns from ex- 
ile with hopes of reclaiming a position of power in 
Umuofia, but Umuofia has changed drastically 
since the arrival of the Europeans. The first mis- 
sionary in Umuofia, Mr. Brown, won the people’s 
admiration because he respected their customs and 
developed personal relationships with them. When 
Mr. Brown has to leave for health reasons, how- 
ever, he is replaced by the Reverend James Smith, 
an ethnocentric zealot who stirs up deep antago- 
nism between the new Christian converts and the 
rest of the town. These tensions finally explode 
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when Enoch, an overzealous new convert, eats a 
sacred python and publicly unmasks an egwugwu 
spirit. The Umuofians avenge Enoch’s blasphemies 
by burning down the Christian church, and the 
British retaliate in turn by arresting the leaders of 
Umuofia and fining them 200 bags of cowries. 


The Umuofians pay the fine, but the leaders 
are angered by the duplicitous and unjust manner 
in which the District Commissioner treated them. 
Consequently, they hold a meeting to decide how 
to respond. The village is divided as to whether 
they should ignore this injustice or retaliate with 
violence, but Okonkwo has made up his mind that 
he will oppose British colonization even if nobody 
else will join him. When a messenger from the gov- 
ernment arrives to stop their meeting, Okonkwo 
kills the messenger, and the meeting ends in chaos. 


The next day the District Commissioner him- 
self comes to arrest Okonkwo, but Okonkwo has 
already committed suicide. The people of Umuofia 
ask the commissioner to bury Okonkwo because it 
is against their custom to bury a man who has com- 
mitted suicide. The commissioner orders his men 
to take down Okonkwo’s body because he has an 
interest in African customs, but he refuses to help 
personally because he fears that cutting down a 
dead body might give the natives a poor opinion of 
him. Achebe’s bitterly ironic conclusion to the 
novel describes the District Commissioner’s cal- 
lous response to Okonkwo’s tragedy. 


In the many years that he had toiled to bring civi- 
lization to different parts of Africa he had learnt a 
number of things. One of them was that a District 
Commissioner must never attend to such undignified 
details as cutting down a hanged man from the trees. 
Such attention would give the natives a poor opinion 
of him. In the book which he planned to write he 
would stress that point. As he walked back to the 
court he thought about that book. Every day brought 
him some new material. The story of this man who 
had killed a messenger and hanged himself would 
make interesting reading. One could almost write a 
whole chapter on him. Perhaps not a whole chapter 
but a reasonable paragraph, at any rate. There was so 
much else to include, and one must be firm in cut- 
ting out the details. He had already chosen the title 
of the book, after much thought: The Pacification of 
the Primitive Tribes of the Lower Niger. 


Ironically, the District Commissioner thinks 
that he has helped pacify the “primitive” tribes of 
the Lower Niger, but he is blind to his complicity 
in destroying these tribes and provoking the chain 
of events leading to Okonkwo’s suicide. The Dis- 
trict Commissioner’s thoughts are doubly ironic be- 
cause he claims to understand Africa enough to 
write a history of it, but he remains thoroughly ig- 
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norant of the people he intends to write about. 
Okonkwo’s tragic demise, like the tragic destruc- 
tion of indigenous African people and their tradi- 
tions, is a long and complex history. Unfortunately, 
the District Commissioner only sees it as a mere 
paragraph. For far too long, Europeans like the Dis- 
trict Commissioner have ignored and misrepre- 
sented the history of Africa, but Achebe’s Things 
Fall Apart begins to correct the historical record 
by retelling the conquest of Africa from 
Okonkwo’s African perspective rather than the Dis- 
trict Commissioner’s European one. 


Characters 


Mr. Brown 

The first white missionary to come to Umuofia, 
Mr. Brown gains the clan’s respect through his calm 
nature and patience. He neither attacks the tribe’s 
customs nor badgers them to join him. He restrains 
his overzealous members from harsh tactics. He 
simply offers education to the Umuofians and their 
children. The mission is flourishing when Mr. 
Brown has to leave for health reasons. 


The District Commissioner 

The District Commissioner arrives in Umuofia 
at the same time as the missionaries. He and his 
court messengers—called “Ashy-Buttocks” for the 
ash-colored shorts they wear—try clansmen for 
breaking the white man’s law. These white men are 
greatly hated for their arrogance and disrespect for 
tribal customs. 


Ekwefi 

Ekwefi, forty-five years old, is Okonkwo’s 
second wife. Although she fell in love with 
Okonkwo when he won the famous wrestling 
match, she did not move in with him until she left 
her husband three years after the contest. Ekwefi 
had been lovely in her youth, referred to as “Crys- 
tal of Beauty.” The years have been hard on her. 
She has become a courageous and strong-willed 
woman, overcoming disappointment and bitterness 
in her life. She has borne ten children, only one of 
whom has lived. She stands up to Okonkwo and 
lives for her daughter, Ezinma. 


Enoch 

Enoch is an overzealous member of Mr. 
Brown’s mission. While Mr. Brown restrains 
Enoch from taking his faith to extremes, Mr. Smith 
does not. Mr. Smith not only condones Enoch’s ex- 
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Ibo children dancing, 1970. 


cessive actions, he encourages them. Enoch insti- 
gates the battle between Umuofia and the church 
by unmasking an egwugwu, or ancestor spirit, dur- 
ing a public ceremony. This is one of the greatest 
crimes a man could commit. 


Ogbuefi Ezeudu 

A noble warrior and the oldest man in all the 
village, Ogbuefi Ezeudu has achieved a rare three 
titles. He is the one to tell Okonkwo that the tribe 
has decided to kill Ikemefuna. Ezeudu warns 
Okonkwo not to be a part of Ikemefuna’s death. 

At Ezeudu’s death, the clan gathers to bid a fi- 
nal sacred tribute to a man who has nearly attained 
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the highest tribal honor—lord of the land. When 
Okonkwo accidentally kills Ezeudu’s son during 
the ceremony, the clan is horrified. Okonkwo can 
think only of Ezeudu’s warning. 


Ezinma 

Ekwefi lives for Ezinma, her only living child, 
her pride and joy. Okonkwo favors his daughter, 
who is not only as beautiful as her mother once 
was, but who grows to understand her father and 
his moods as no one else does. Father and daugh- 
ter form a special bond. Okonkwo and Ekwefi treat 
Ezinma like she is their equal rather than their child. 
They permit her privileges that other family and 
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tribal children are not granted. Okonkwo’s only re- 
gret towards Ezinma is that she is not a boy. 


Ikemefuna 

Ikemefuna comes to live with Okonkwo’s 
family as a peace offering from Ikemefuna’s home 
tribe to the Ibo for the killing of a Umuofian 
daughter. From the beginning, Ikemefuna fills the 
void in Okonkwo’s life that Okonkwo’s own son 
cannot. 


Ikemefuna adjusts quickly to his new family 
and tribe and energetically participates in activities. 
He earns everyone’s love and respect because he 
is so lively and talented. Only two years older than 
Nwoye, Ikemefuna already knows much about the 
world and can do almost anything. He can identify 
birds, trap rodents, and make flutes. He knows 
which trees make the best bows and tells delight- 
ful folk stories. Okonkwo appreciates Ikemefuna 
for the example he sets for Nwoye. 


Tkemefuna lives with Okonkwo for three years. 
The tribe then agrees to kill Ikemefuna because the 
Oracle of the Hills and the Caves has requested it. 
Ikemefuna’s death brings far-reaching conse- 
quences. 


Nwoye 

Okonkwo’s son, Nwoye, disappoints him. 
Nwoye shows all the signs of his grandfather’s sen- 
sitivity and laziness, and Okonkwo fears that 
Nwoye will shame the reputable name Okonkwo 
has worked so hard to achieve. Nwoye knows that 
he should enjoy the masculine rites of his fellow 
tribesmen, but he prefers his mother’s company and 
the stories she tells. He questions and is disturbed 
by many of the tribe’s customs. Okonkwo beats and 
nags Nwoye, making Nwoye more unhappy and 
further distancing him from the ways of the clan. 


When Ikemefuna comes to live with 
Okonkwo’s family, Nwoye grows to admire his 
knowledge and to love him like a real brother. Out 
of his respect for Ikemefuna, Nwoye begins to as- 
sociate more with the men of the family and tribe, 
and to act more like the man that his father wants 
him to become. 


After Ikemefuna’s death, Nwoye feels an 
emptiness that cannot be filled by the clan’s tradi- 
tions. He is plagued by old questions for which the 
clan has no answers. 


Nwoye’s mother 


Okonkwo’s first wife, Nwoye’s mother is wise 
to the ways of the tribe. While she knows that her 
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sons will never be able to display such emotions, 
she tells her children wonderful stories that de- 
scribe feelings like pity and forgiveness. She at- 
tempts to keep peace in the family by lying to 
Okonkwo at times to help the other wives avoid 
punishment. She tries to adhere to sacred tribal cus- 
toms. She shows compassion at the message that 
Ikemefuna is to return to his family. In her own 
way, Nwoye’s mother displays the courage of a 
tribesman. 


Obierika 

Obierika is Okonkwo’s best friend. Unlike 
Okonkwo, he is a thinking man. He questions the 
circumstances that are sending his friend into exile, 
even while trying to console Okonkwo and taking 
care of Okonkwo’s preparation for departure. 
Obierika is the one who visits Okonkwo while 
Okonkwo is exiled. He brings him the first news of 
the missionaries’ arrival, knowing that Okonkwo’s 
son has joined them. At the end of the seven-year 
exile, Obierika builds Okonkwo two huts and sends 
for him. Finally, a sad and weary Obierika bids a 
last tribute to his friend when he leads the dimin- 
ishing clansmen through the rituals required to 
cleanse the land Okonkwo has desecrated. 


Ojiugo 

Ojiugo is Okonkwo’s third and youngest wife. 
She evokes Okonkwo’s anger through thoughtless 
acts and prompts him to break the sacred Week of 
Peace. As a result, the priest of the earth goddess 
punishes Okonkwo. 


Okonkwo 

Out of awe and respect, the Ibo tribe refers to 
Okonkwo as “Roaring Flame.” Fiery of temper 
with a blazing appearance, Okonkwo strikes fear in 
the hearts of his clan members as well as his own 
family unit. Okonkwo’s huge build, topped by 
bushy eyebrows and a very broad nose, give him 
the look of a tornado on the warpath. His whole 
demeanor reeks of controlled fury; he even breathes 
heavily, like a dragon ready to explode. He always 
appears to be wound for fierce action. 


While Okonkwo’s appearance portrays a man 
people fear, it belies the terror Okonkwo hides 
within himself. For his entire life, Okonkwo has 
had to deal with having a father who is considered 
weak and lazy—“agabala” in the tribe’s terms. The 
tribe detests weak, effeminate men. Okonkwo is 
terrified to think that the tribe will liken him to his 
father. He is even more afraid of recognizing in 
himself some semblance of weakness that he sees 
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in his father. Thus, he despises gentleness, idleness, 
and demonstrations of sensitivity. He will not al- 
low himself to show love, to enjoy the fruits of hard 
work, or to demonstrate concern for others, nor can 
he tolerate these in other men. He rules his family 
unit with an iron fist and expects everyone to act 
on his commands. He speaks curtly to those he con- 
siders less successful than himself and dismisses 
them as unimportant. An extremely proud man, 
Okonkwo continually pushes to overcome the im- 
age his heredity might have given him. 


The tribe sees Okonkwo as powerful. They re- 
spect him for his many achievements. Not only has 
he overcome his father’s weaknesses, but also he 
has accomplished more than the average tribesman. 
As a young man, he wrestles and beats one of the 
fiercest fighters in the land. Next, Okonkwo goes 
on to amass three wives and two barns full of yams. 
Then, he acquires two titles and is considered the 
greatest warrior alive. 


Mr. Smith 


See Reverend James Smith 


Reverend James Smith 

Mr. Smith replaces Mr. Brown when Mr. 
Brown has to leave the mission. The Reverend 
Smith leads the overzealous with a passion. Where 
Mr. Brown was mild-mannered and quiet, Mr. 
Smith is angry and flamboyant. He denounces the 
tribe’s customs and bans from his church clan 
members who must be, according to him, filled 
with the devil’s spirit to want to continue tribal tra- 
dition. 


Ogbuefi Ugonna 

A worthy tribesman of two titles, Ogbuefi 
Ugonna is one of the first of the village men to re- 
ceive the sacrament of Holy Communion offered 
by the Christian missionaries. 


Unoka 

Unoka is Okonkwo’s father, the root of 
Okonkwo’s fear and problems. Unoka represents 
all that the Ibo abhor—gentleness, lack of ambi- 
tion, and sensitivity to people and nature. He is a 
gifted musician who loves fellowship, the change 
of the seasons, and children. Although Unoka is 
tall, his stooped posture bears the weight of the 
tribe’s scorn. 


Unoka is happy only when he is playing his 
flute and drinking palm wine. Tribal customs 
frighten, sicken, and bore him. He hates war and is 
nauseated by the sight of blood. He would rather 


make music than grow crops. As a result, his fam- 
ily is more often hungry than not, and he borrows 
constantly from fellow tribesmen to maintain his 
household. He dies in disgrace, owing everyone 
and holding no titles. 
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Custom and Tradition 

Okonkwo’s struggle to live up to what he per- 
ceives as “traditional” standards of masculinity, 
and his failure adapt to a changing world, help point 
out the importance of custom and tradition in the 
novel. The Ibo tribe defines itself through the age- 
old traditions it practices in Things Fall Apart. 
While some habits mold tribe members’ daily lives, 
other customs are reserved for special ceremonies. 
For example, the head of a household honors any 
male guest by praying over and sharing a kola nut 
with him, offering the guest the privilege of break- 
ing the nut. They drink palm-wine together, with 
the oldest person taking the first drink after the 
provider has tasted it. 


Ceremonial customs are more elaborate. The 
Feast of the New Yam provides an illustration. This 
Feast gives the tribe an opportunity to thank Ani, 
the earth goddess and source of all fertility. Prepa- 
rations for the Feast include thorough hut-cleaning 
and decorating, cooking, body painting, and head 
shaving. Relatives come from great distances to par- 
take in the feast and to drink palm-wine. Then, on 
the second day of the celebration, the great wrestling 
match is held. The entire village meets in the vil- 
lage playground, or ilo, for the drumming, dancing, 
and wrestling. The festival continues through the 
night until the final round is won. Because the tribe 
views winning a match as a great achievement, the 
winner earns the tribe’s ongoing respect. 

Tribal custom dictates every aspect of mem- 
bers’ lives. The tribe determines a man’s worth by 
the number of titles he holds, the number of wives 
he acquires, and the number of yams he grows. The 
tribe acknowledges a man’s very being by the gods’ 
approval of him. Without custom and tradition, the 
tribe does not exist. 


Choices and Consequences 

In Things Fall Apart, Okonkwo makes a 
choice early in life to overcome his father’s legacy. 
As a result, Okonkwo gains the tribe’s respect 
through his constant hard work. The tribe rewards 
him by recognizing his achievements and honoring 
him as a great warrior. The tribe believes that 
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e How does the displacement from one’s culture 
affect a person psychologically? Explain possi- 
ble reactions a person might have and the steps 
someone might take to help him or her adjust. 

e School integration is being attempted across 
America. How successful has it been? Cite spe- 
cific examples, such as court cases, to support 
your answer. 

¢ Integration is being attempted in a high school 
in Capetown, South Africa. At the beginning of 
each school day, white students and students 
from one of the black societies are required to 
attend a formal assembly. Students are also re- 
quired to wear school uniforms. What might the 
students infer from these requirements? Support 
your answer by discussing the purpose of as- 
semblies and uniforms in our society and re- 
searching cultural aspects of one of the black 
societies in Capetown. 

e Compare and contrast American and African 
colonization by discussing the events and their 
effects. 

¢ Investigate women’s roles in tribal society. Find 
and discuss specific examples from Things Fall 
Apart. 
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e Women in tribal societies were often forced to 
undergo female circumcision. Investigate the 
purpose of this ritual. What are the medical im- 
plications of this procedure? 


¢ Language is an important means of communi- 
cation as well as a prominent culture marker. 
What does a person’s language tell us about him 
or her? What effects could loss of one’s lan- 
guage—through physical disability or societal 
disallowance—have on a person? 


* Missionaries went to Umuofia to convert the Ibo 
to Christianity. Should anyone try to change an- 
other’s religious beliefs? Take a stand from ei- 
ther a Christian’s point of view or from an op- 
posite point of view. Prepare a logical argument 
for presentation in a debate. 


e What is the purpose of multicultural education 
in our country? Describe some of the efforts that 
are being undertaken by schools around the 
country. What have been your own experiences? 
Discuss the methods being used to implement 
these programs and their success. 


Okonkwo’s personal god, or chi, is good (fate has 
blessed him). Nevertheless, they realize that 
Okonkwo has worked hard to achieve all that he 
has (if a man says yes, his chi says yes). When he 
breaks the Week of Peace, however, the tribe be- 
lieves that Okonkwo has begun to feel too self- 
important and has challenged his chi. They fear the 
consequences his actions may bring. 

The tribe decides to kill Ikemefuna. Even 
though Ezeudu warns Okonkwo not to be a part of 
the plan, Okonkwo himself kills Ikemefuna. 
Okonkwo chooses to kill the boy rather than to ap- 
pear weak. 

When Okonkwo is in exile, he ponders the 
tribe’s view of his chi. He thinks that maybe they 
have been wrong—that his chi was not made for 
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great things. Okonkwo blames his exile on his chi. 
He refuses to accept that his actions have led him 
to this point. He sees no connections among his 
breaking the Week of Peace, his killing Ikemefuna, 
and his shooting Ezeudu’s son. In Okonkwo’s eyes, 
his troubles result from ill fate and chance. 


Alienation and Loneliness 

Okonkwo’s exile isolates him from all he has 
ever known in Things Fall Apart. The good name 
he had built for himself with his tribesmen is a thing 
of the past. He must start anew. The thought over- 
whelms him, and Okonkwo feels nothing but de- 
spair. Visits from his good friend, Obierika, do lit- 
tle to cheer Okonkwo. News of the white man’s 
intrusion and the tribe’s reactions to it disturb him. 
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His distance from the village, and his lack of con- 
nection to it, give him a sense of helplessness. Even 
worse, Okonkwo’s son, Nwoye, joins the white 


man’s mission efforts. 


Okonkwo’s return to the village does nothing 
to lessen his feelings of alienation and loneliness. 
The tribe he rejoins is not the same tribe he left. 
While he does not expect to be received as the re- 
spected warrior he once was, he does think that his 
arrival will prompt an occasion to be remembered. 
When the clan takes no special notice of his return, 
Okonkwo realizes that the white man has been too 
successful in his efforts to change the tribe’s ways. 
Okonkwo grieves the loss of his tribe and the life 
he once knew. He is not able to overcome his sense 
of complete alienation. 


Betrayal 

In Things Fall Apart, Okonkwo feels betrayed 
by his personal god, or chi, which has allowed him 
to produce a son who is effeminate. Nwoye con- 
tinually disappoints Okonkwo. As a child, Nwoye 
prefers his mother’s stories to masculine pursuits. 
As an adult, Nwoye joins the white missionaries. 


Okonkwo also feels betrayed by his clan. He 
does not understand why his fellow tribesmen have 
not stood up against the white intruders. When 
Okonkwo returns from exile, his clan has all but 
disintegrated. Many of the tribe’s leaders have 
joined the missionaries’ efforts; tribal beliefs and 
customs are being ignored. Okonkwo mous the 
death of the strong tribe he once knew and despises 
the “woman-like” tribe that has taken its place. 


Change and Transformation 

The tribe to which Okonkwo returns has un- 
dergone a complete transformation during his ab- 
sence in Things Fall Apart. The warlike Ibo once 
looked to its elders for guidance, made sacrifices to 
gods for deliverance, and solved conflicts though 
confrontation. Now the Ibo are “woman-like”; they 
discuss matters among themselves and pray to a god 
they can not see. Rather than immediately declare 
war on the Christians when Enoch unmasks the eg- 
wugwu, or ancestral spirit, the Ibo only destroy 
Enoch’s compound. Okonkwo realizes how com- 
pletely the Christians have changed his tribe when 
the tribesmen allow the remaining court messengers 
to escape after Okonkwo beheads one of them. 


Good and Evil 

Many of the tribesmen view the white man as 
evil in Things Fall Apart. Tribesmen did not turn 
their backs on one another before the white man 
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came. Tribesmen would never have thought to kill 
their own brothers before the white man came. The 
arrival of the white man has forced the clan to act 
in ways that its ancestors deplore. Such evil has 
never before invaded the clan. 


Culture Clash 

The arrival of the white man and his culture her- 
alds the death of the Ibo culture in Things Fall Apart. 
The white man does not honor the tribe’s customs 
and strives to convince tribesmen that the white 
man’s ways are better. Achieving some success, the 
white man encourages the tribesmen who join him, 
increasing the white man’s ranks. As a result, the 
tribe is split, pitting brother against brother and fa- 
ther against son. Tribal practices diminish as the 
bond that ties tribesmen deteriorates. Death eventu- 
ally comes to the weaker of the clashing cultures. 


Tragedy 

Things Fall Apart chronicles the double 
tragedies of the deaths of Okonkwo, a revered war- 
rior, and the Ibo, the tribe to which Okonkwo be- 
longs. In literature, tragedy often describes the 
downfall of a great individual which is caused by 
a flaw in the person’s character. Okonkwo’s per- 
sonal flaw is his unreasonable anger, and his 
tragedy occurs when the tribe bans him for acci- 
dentally killing a young tribesman, and he returns 
to find a tribe that has changed beyond recognition. 
The Ibo’s public demise results from the destruc- 
tion of one culture by another, but their tragedy is 
caused by their turning away from their tribal gods. 


Setting 

Things Fall Apart is set in Umuofia, a tribal 
village in the country of Nigeria, in Africa. It is the 
late 1800s, when English bureaucrats and mission- 
aries are first arriving in the area. There is a long 
history of conflict between European colonists and 
the Africans they try to convert and subjegate. But 
by placing the novel at the beginning of this period 
Achebe can accentuate the clash of cultures that are 
just coming into contact. It also sets up a greater 
contrast between the time Okonkwo leaves the tribe 
and the time he returns, when his village is almost 
unrecognizable to him because of the changes 
brought by the English. 


Conflict 
In Things Fall Apart, the Ibo thrive in 
Umuofia, practicing ancient rituals and customs. 
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When the white man arrives, however, he ignores 
the Ibo’s values and tries to enforce his own be- 
liefs, laws, and religious practices. Some of the 
weaker tribesmen join the white man’s ranks, leav- 
ing gaps in the clan’s united front. First, the de- 
serters are impressed with the wealth the white man 
brings into Umuofia. Second, they find in the white 
man’s religion an acceptance and brotherhood that 
has never been afforded them due to their lower 
status in the tribe. As men leave the tribe to be- 
come members of the white man’s mission, the rift 
in the tribe widens. Social and psychological con- 
flict abounds as brothers turn their backs on one 
another, and fathers and sons become strangers. 


Narration 

Achebe develops Things Fall Apart through a 
third-person narrative—using “he” and “she” for 
exposition—tather than having the characters tell 
it themselves. Often speaking in the past tense, he 
also narrates the story with little use of character 
dialogue. The resulting story reads like an oral tale 
that has been passed down through generations of 
storytellers. 


Imagery 

While the characters in Things Fall Apart have 
little dialogue, the reader still has a clear image of 
them and is able to understand their motives. 
Achebe accomplishes this through his combination 
of the English language with Ibo vocabulary and 
proverbs. When the characters do talk, they share 
the rich proverbs that are “the palm-oil with which 
words are eaten.” Achebe uses the proverbs not 
only to illustrate his characters but also to paint pic- 
tures of the society he is depicting, to reveal 
themes, and to develop conflict. Vivid images re- 
sult, giving the reader a clear representation of peo- 
ple and events. 


Point of View 

Critics praise Achebe for his adept shifts in 
point of view in Things Fall Apart. Achebe begins 
the story from Okonkwo’s point of view. 
Okonkwo’s story helps the reader understand the 
Ibo’s daily customs and rituals as well as celebra- 
tions for the main events in life: birth, marriage, 
and death. As the story progresses, however, it be- 
comes more the clan’s story than Okonkwo’s per- 
sonal story. The reader follows the clan’s life, grad- 
ual disintegration, and death. The novel becomes 
one of situation rather than character; the reader be- 
gins to feel a certain sympathy for the tribe instead 
of the individual. The final shift occurs when 
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Achebe ends the story from the District Commis- 
sioner’s viewpoint. While some critics feel that 
Achebe’s ending lectures, others believe that it 
strengthens the conclusion for the reader. Some 
even view it as a form of functionalism, an African 
tradition of cultural instruction. 


Plot and Structure 


Divided into three parts, Things Fall Apart 
comprises many substories. Yet Achebe holds the 
various stories together through his use of proverbs, 
traditional oral tales, and leitmotif, or recurring im- 
ages or phrases. Ibo proverbs occur throughout the 
book, providing a unity to the surface progression 
of the story. For example, “when a man says yes, 
his chi says yes” is the proverb the tribe applies to 
Okonkwo’s success, on the one hand, but is also 
the proverb Okonkwo, himself, applies to his fail- 
ure. Traditional oral tales always contain a tale 
within the tale. Nwoye’s mother is an expert at 
telling these tales—morals embedded in stories. 
The stories Achebe tells throughout Things Fall 
Apart are themselves tales within the tale. Leitmo- 
tif is the association of a repeated theme with a par- 
ticular idea. Achebe connects masculinity with 
land, yams, titles, and wives. He repeatedly asso- 
ciates this view of masculinity with a certain stag- 
nancy in Umuofia. While a traditional Western plot 
may not be evident in Things Fall Apart, a definite 
structure with an African flavor lends itself to the 
overall unity of the story. 


Foil 

Achebe uses foil—a type of contrast—to 
strengthen his primary characters in Things Fall 
Apart, illuminating their differences. The follow- 
ing pairs of characters serve as foils for each other: 
Okonkwo and Obierika, Ikemefuna and Nwoye, 
and Mr. Brown and the Reverend Smith. Okonkwo 
rarely thinks; he is a man of action. He follows the 
tribe’s customs almost blindly and values its opin- 
ion of him over his own good sense. Obierika, on 
the other hand, ponders the things that happen to 
Okonkwo and his tribe. Obierika often makes his 
own decisions and wonders about the tribe’s wis- 
dom in some of its actions. Ikemefuna exemplifies 
the rising young tribesman. A masculine youth, full 
of energy and personality, Ikemefuna participates 
in the manly activities expected of him. In contrast, 
Nwoye appears lazy and effeminate. He prefers lis- 
tening to his mother’s stories over making plans for 
war. He detests the sight of blood and abhors vio- 
lence of any kind. Mr. Brown speaks gently and re- 
strains the overzealous members of his mission 
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from overwhelming the clan. He seeks to win the 
people over by offering education and sincere faith. 
The Reverend Smith is the fire-and-brimstone 
preacher who replaces Mr. Brown. He sees the 
world in black and white; either something is evil, 
or it is good. He thrives on his converts’ zeal and 
encourages them to do whatever it takes to gain 
supporters for his cause. 


Historical Context 





Tribal Society 

Things Fall Apart was published in 1958 just 
prior to Nigerian independence, but it depicts pre- 
colonial Africa. Achebe felt it was important to por- 
tray Nigerians as they really were—not just provide 
a shallow description of them as other authors had. 
The story takes place in the typical tribal village of 
Umuofia, where the inhabitants (whom Achebe 
calls the Ibo, but who are also known as the Igbo) 
practice rituals common to their native traditions. 


The Ibo worshipped gods who protect, advise, 
and chastise them and who are represented by 
priests and priestesses within the clan. For exam- 
ple, the Oracle of the Hills and the Caves grants 
knowledge and wisdom to those who are brave 
enough to consult him. No one has ever seen the 
Oracle except his priestess, who is an Ibo woman 
who has special powers of her own. Not only did 
the gods advise the Ibo on community matters, but 
also they guided individuals. Each person had a 
personal god, or chi, that directed his or her ac- 
tions. A strong chi meant a strong person; people 
with weak chis were pitied. Each man kept a sep- 
arate hut, or shrine, where he stored the symbols 
of his personal god and his ancestral spirits. 


A hunting and gathering society, the Ibo ex- 
isted on vegetables, with yams as the primary crop. 
Yams were so important to them that the Ibo cel- 
ebrated each new year with the Feast of the New 
Yam. This festival thanked Ani, the earth goddess 
and source of all fertility. The Ibo prepared for days 
for the festival, and the celebration itself lasted for 
two days. Yams also played a part in determining 
a man’s status in the tribe—the more yams a man 
has, the higher his status. Trade with other villages 
was facilitated by small seashells called cowries 
which were used as a form of currency. 


Within the village, people were grouped ac- 
cording to families, with the eldest man in the fam- 
ily having the most power. On matters affecting the 
whole village, an assembly of adult men debated 
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courses of action, and men could influence these 
assemblies by purchasing “titles” from the tribal el- 
ders. This system encouraged hard work and the 
spread of wealth. People who transgressed against 
the laws and customs of the village had to confront 
the egwugwu, an assembly of tribesmen masked as 
Spirits, who would settle disputes and hand out pun- 
ishment. Individual villages also attained various 
degrees of political status. In the novel, other tribes 
respect and fear Umuofia. They believe that 
Umuofia’s magic is powerful and that the village’s 
war-medicine, or agadi-nwayi, is particularly po- 
tent. Neighboring clans always try to settle disputes 
peacefully with Umuofia to avoid having to war 
with them. 


Christianity and Colonization 

While Christianity spread across North and 
South Africa as early as the late fifteenth century, 
Christianity took its strongest hold when the ma- 
jority of the missionaries arrived in the late 1800s. 
After centuries of taking slaves out of Africa, 
Britain had outlawed the slave trade and now saw 
the continent as ripe for colonization. Missionaries 
sent to convert the local population were often the 
first settlers. They believed they could atone for the 
horrors of slavery by saving the souls of Africans. 


At first, Africans were mistrustful of European 
Christians, and took advantage of the education the 
missionaries provided without converting. Individ- 
uals who had no power under the current tribal or- 
der, however, soon converted; in the novel, the mis- 
sionaries who come to Umuofia convert only the 
weaker tribesmen, or efulefu. Missionaries would 
convince these tribesmen that their tribe wor- 
shipped false gods and that its false gods did not 
have the ability to punish them if they chose to join 
the mission. When the mission and its converts ac- 
cepted even the outcasts of the clan, the mission- 
aries’ ranks grew. Eventually, some of the more 
important tribesmen would convert. As the mission 
expanded, the clan divided, discontent simmered, 
and conflicts arose. 


English Bureaucrats and Colonization 
After the arrival of the British, when conflicts 
came up between villages the white government 
would intervene instead of allowing villagers to set- 
tle them themselves. In the novel, a white District 
Commissioner brings with him court messengers 
whose duty it is to bring in people who break the 
white man’s law. The messengers, called “Ashy- 
Buttocks” for the ash-colored shorts they wear, are 
hated for their high-handed attitudes. These mes- 
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e 1800s: Prior to colonization, common language 
and geography differentiated African societies. 
Six types of societies existed: hunting and gath- 
ering societies, cattle-herding societies, forest 
dwellers, fishermen, grain-raising societies, and 
city (urban) societies. The geographic area in 
which people lived determined their lifestyle. 


Colonial Africa: Africa was divided into more 
than fifty nation-states, with no regard for main- 
taining groups sharing common language and 
livelihood. 


Today: Societies are no longer as clear-cut. Peo- 
ple have more opportunities for education, bet- 
ter jobs, and improved means of communication 
and transportation. They marry individuals from 
other societies. As a result, the societies have 
become mixed, but ethnic conflicts still lead to 
violence. 


¢ 1800s: While religion varied from society to so- 
ciety, most Africans shared some common be- 
liefs and practices. They believed in a supreme 
creator god or spirit. Other lesser gods revealed 
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themselves as, and worked through, community 
ancestors. 


Colonial Africa: Missionaries arrived and in- 
troduced Christianity. Many tribesmen con- 
verted to the new religion. 


Today: While more than an estimated 25% of 
Africa is Christian, traditional African religion 
is still practiced, as is Islam. Islam is a monothe- 
istic religion related to the Jewish and Christian 
traditions. 


+ 1800s: Prior to colonization, Africans had their 
own identities and cultures and were not con- 
cerned with participating in the modern world. 


Colonial Africa: After colonization, African 
children were taught European history and lit- 
erature so that they might compete in the mod- 
ern world, while their own heritage was ignored. 


Today: Africans continue to seek the indepen- 
dence they began to achieve in the 1950s and 
1960s. There is, however, a renewed interest in 
cultural heritage, and traditional customs are be- 
ing taught to African children. 





sengers and interpreters were often African Chris- 
tian converts who looked down on tribesmen who 
still followed traditional customs. If violence in- 
volved any white missionaries or bureaucrats, 
British soldiers would often slaughter whole vil- 
lages instead of seeking and punishing guilty indi- 
viduals. The British passed an ordinance in 1912 
that legalized this practice, and during an uprising 
in 1915, British troops killed more than forty na- 
tives in retaliation for one dead and one wounded 
British soldier. 

One of the most important results of Europe’s 
colonization of Africa was the division of Africa 
into at least fifty nation-states. Rather than being a 
part of a society determined by common language 
and livelihood, Africans lived according to political 
boundaries. The divisions often split ethnic groups, 
leading to tension and sometimes violence. The co- 
hesiveness of the traditional society was gone. 
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Nigerian Independence 

British colonial rule in Nigeria lasted only fifty- 
seven years, from 1903 to 1960. Although Nigeri- 
ans had long called for self-rule, it was not until the 
end of World War II that England began heeding 
these calls. The Richards Constitution of 1946 was 
the first attempt to grant some native rule by bring- 
ing the diverse peoples of Nigeria under one repre- 
sentative government. The three regions (northern, 
southern and western) were brought under the ad- 
ministration of one legislative council composed of 
twenty-eight Nigerians and seventeen British offi- 
cers. Regional councils, however, guaranteed some 
independence from the national council and forged 
a link between local authorities, such as tribal chiefs, 
and the national government. There were three ma- 
jor tribes (the Hausa, the Yoruba and the Igbo) and 
more than eight smaller ones living in Nigeria. This 
diversity complicated the creation of a unified Nige- 
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ria. Between 1946 and 1960 the country went 
through several different constitutions, each one at- 
tempting to balance power between the regional and 
the national bodies of government. 

On October 1, 1960, Nigeria attained full sta- 
tus as a sovereign state and a member of the British 
Commonwealth. But under the Constitution of 
1960 the Queen of England was still the head of 
state. She remained the commander-in-chief of 
Nigeria’s armed forces, and the Nigerian navy op- 
erated as part of Britain’s Royal Navy. Nigerians 
felt frustrated by the implication that they were the 
subjects of a monarch living over 4,000 miles away. 
In 1963, five years after the publication of 
Achebe’s novel, a new constitution would replace 
the British monarch with a Nigerian president as 
head of state in Nigeria. 
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Literary Traditions 

Achebe wrote Things Fall Apart just before 
Nigeria received its independence. He intended the 
book for audiences outside Africa; he wanted to 
paint a true picture of precolonial Africa for those 
people who had no direct knowledge of traditional 
African societies. As a result of the Nigerians’ ac- 
quisition of independence, the Nigerian educational 
system sought to encourage a national pride 
through the study of Nigerian heritage. The educa- 
tional system required Achebe’s book in high 
schools throughout the English-speaking countries 
in Africa. The book was well received. Chinua 
Achebe has been recognized as “the most original 
African novelist writing in English,” according to 
Charles Larson in The Emergence of African Fic- 
tion. Critics throughout the world have praised 
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Things Fall Apart as the first African English- 
language classic. 





Critical Overview 


Things Fall Apart has experienced a huge suc- 
cess. Since it was published in 1958, the book has 
sold more than two million copies in over thirty 
languages. Critics attribute its success not only to 
the book’s message, but also to Achebe’s talents as 
a writer. Achebe believes that stories should serve 
a purpose; they should deliver a meaningful mes- 
sage to the people who hear or read them. When 
Achebe wrote Things Fall Apart, his intent was to 
explain the beginnings of the turmoil Africans have 
been experiencing over the past century. He wanted 
to describe the integrity of precotonial Nigeria, de- 
tail the effects of colonialism on tribal societies, 
and reveal the kinds of immoral treatment that peo- 
ple in modern society are often made to suffer. Crit- 
ics agree that he accomplished all of these pur- 
poses. They feel that he writes honestly about tribal 
life and the colonial legacy. They also believe that 
Achebe delivers another important message: man 
will always face change, and he who can accom- 
modate change will survive. 


While some readers will view Okonkwo’s de- 
terioration and demise as a tragic result of his go- 
ing against the will of the gods, others see the new 
“world order” as inevitable. Okonkwo’s acts do not 
bring the tribe to an end; it is the tribe’s lack of 
adaptability that destroys it. These opposing inter- 
pretations strengthen the impact of the book. In The 
Growth of the African Novel, Eustace Palmer states 
that “while deploring the imperialists’ brutality and 
condescension, [Achebe] seems to suggest that 
change is inevitable and wise men ... reconcile 
themselves to accommodating change. It is the 
diehards ... who resist and are destroyed in the 
process.” 


Achebe successfully communicates his mes- 
sage through skillful writing. From the time critics 
first read his book, they have concurred that 
Achebe’s craftsmanship earns him a place among 
the best writers in the world. An example of his 
craftsmanship is Achebe’s ability to convey the 
essence of traditional Nigeria while borrowing 
from the conventions of the European novel. He 
was the first Nigerian writer to adapt African oral 
tradition to novel form. In doing so, “he created a 
new novel that possesses its own autonomy and 
transcends the limits set by both his African and 
European teachers,” as Kofi Awoonor observes in 
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The Breast of the Earth. The borrowed European 
elements Achebe contrasts are communal life over 
the individual character and the beauty and detail 
of traditional tribal life over brief references to 
background. His descriptions of day-to-day life and 
special ceremonial customs provide a “powerful 
presentation of the beauty, strength, and validity of 
traditional life and values,” as Palmer observes. 


Literary experts also point out Achebe’s abil- 
ity to combine language forms, maintain thematic 
unity, and shape conflict in Things Fall Apart. His 
use of Ibo proverbs in conjunction with the Eng- 
lish language places the reader in Africa with the 
Tbo tribe. Adrian A. Roscoe explains in his book 
Mother Is Gold: A Study of West African Litera- 
ture, “Proverbs are cherished by Achebe’s people 
as tribal heirlooms, the treasure boxes of their cul- 
tural heritage.” In addition, the combination of lan- 
guages helps reiterate the theme of tradition versus 
change. Roscoe goes on to say, “Through [pro- 
verbs] traditions are received and handed on; and 
when they disappear or fall into disuse ... it is a 
sign that a particular tradition, or indeed a whole 
way of life, is passing away.” 

The death of the language then, a powerful cul- 
tural tradition, signifies the ultimate discord in the 
novel—the fall of one culture to another. G. D. Kil- 
lam observes in The Novels of Chinua Achebe that 
“the conflict in the novel, vested in Okonkwo, de- 
rives from the series of crushing blows which are 
levelled at traditional values by an alien and more 
powerful culture causing, in the end, the traditional 
society to fall apart.” Achebe’s mastery of content 
and his talent as a writer contribute to his world- 
wide success with this novel as well as his other 
novels, articles, poems, and essays. As Killam con- 
cludes, his writing conveys that “the spirit of man 
and the belief in the possibility of triumph endures.” 


Robert Bennett 

In the following essay, Bennett, a doctoral can- 
didate at the University of California—Santa Bar- 
bara, examines how issues of history, culture, and 
gender have affected Achebe’s Things Fall Apart, 
and how the novel is valuable both as a literary 
work and an introduction to African literature. 


As the most widely read work of African fic- 
tion, Things Fall Apart has played an instrumental 
role in introducing African literature to readers 
throughout the world. In particular, Achebe’s fic- 
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What 
Do I Read 
Next? 


* One of Chinua Achebe’s more recent novels, 
Anthills of the Savannah, was published in 1988 
by Anchor Books. It tells the story of three child- 
hood friends who become leaders in their West 
African country and who are destroyed by their 
ambition. 


¢ Hopes and Impediments: Selected Essays is a 
nonfiction work by Achebe also published in 
1988. The collection of political essays and 
speeches shows the depth of Achebe’s thoughts 
about his homeland and its problems. 


* After reading Things Fall Apart, a person feels 
compelled to read Achebe’s sequel, No Longer 
at Ease, which first came out in 1960. The story 
of Okonkwo’s family continues with 
Okonkwo’s grandson, Obi, as the main charac- 
ter. Obi has been raised a Christian and has been 
educated at a university in England. 


¢ Ben Okri’s The Famished Road won England’s 
prestigious Booker Prize in 1991. The novel is 
set in a West African ghetto during British colo- 
nial rule and tells of the spirit-child Azaro, who 
has broken a pact with the spirit world. 


e In 1990, Barbara K. Walker collected eleven 
tales from folklore in The Dancing Palm Tree 
and Other Nigerian Folktales. 


e Migrations of the Heart (1983) is Marita 
Golden’s autobiography that relates her mar- 
riage to a Nigerian native. It recounts how she 
felt as an African American woman making her 
first trip to Africa and her troubles fitting into 
the traditional role of a Nigerian wife. 


tion has contributed to world literature by retelling 
African history, as well as the history of European 
colonization, from an Afro-centric perspective 
rather than a Euro-centric one. By shifting the nar- 
rative focus from the perspective of the colonizer 
to the perspective of the colonized, Achebe’s nov- 
els reveal and correct many of the biased assump- 
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tions found in previous historical and literary de- 
scriptions of Africa. Specifically, they reaffirm the 
value of African cultures by representing their rich 
and complex cultural traditions instead of stereo- 
typing them as irrational and primitive. As Achebe 
explains in his frequently quoted essay, “The Nov- 
elist as Teacher,” his novels seek to teach Africans 
that “their past—with all its imperfections—was 
not one night of savagery from which the first Eu- 
ropeans acting on God’s behalf delivered them.” 
To say that Achebe affirms African culture and his- 
tory, however, is not to imply that he simply in- 
verts European ethnocentrism by romanticizing 
African culture as perfect or vilifying European 
cultures as entirely corrupt. Instead, Achebe pre- 
sents a remarkably balanced view of how all cul- 
tures encompass both good and bad dimensions. 


In addition to re-interpreting African culture 
and history from an African perspective, Things 
Fall Apart is also significant because of its mastery 
of literary conventions. In fact, many critics argue 
that it is the best African novel ever written, and 
they specifically praise its sophisticated develop- 
ment of character, tragedy, and irony. Okonkwo, in 
particular, is a complex character, and consequently 
there are many ways to interpret his role in the 
novel. On one level, he can be interpreted psycho- 
logically in terms of the oedipal struggle that he has 
with his father and the very different oedipal strug- 
gle that his son, Nwoye, has with him. As each son 
rejects the example of his father, these three gener- 
ations form a reactionary cycle that ironically re- 
peats itself: when Nwoye rejects Okonkwo’s mas- 
culinity, he ironically returns to the more feminine 
disposition that Okonkwo originally rejected in his 
father. Many of the major events of the novel, in- 
cluding both Okonkwo’s tragic drive to succeed and 
Nwoye’s eventual conversion to Christianity, 
largely result from the inter-generational struggle 
created when each son rejects his father. 


Another way to analyze the psychological di- 
mensions of Okonkwo’s character is to examine 
how he constructs his sense of gender by asserting 
a strong sense of masculinity and repressing any 
sense of femininity. Just as there is an external psy- 
chological conflict between Okonkwo and his fa- 
ther, there is also an internal psychological conflict 
between the masculine and feminine sides within 
Okonkwo. While Okonkwo’s hyper-masculinity 
initially enables him to achieve success as a great 
wrestler and warrior, his refusal to balance this mas- 
culine side with feminine virtues eventually con- 
tributes to his later destruction. At virtually every 
turn in the novel, his excessive masculinity nudges 
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him toward new troubles. Because of his contempt 
for unmanliness, he rudely insults Osugo, destroys 
his relationship with his own son Nwoye, and lets 
himself be pressured into sacrificing Ikemefuna in 
spite of Ezeudu’s warning. Moreover, Okonkwo’s 
lack of respect for women is equally pervasive and 
problematic. He ignores the wisdom found in 
women’s stories, he frequently intimidates and beats 
his wives, and he can only relate to his daughter Ez- 
inma because he thinks of her as a boy. Conse- 
quently, Okonkwo is a man out of balance who has 
only developed one half of his full self because he 
only accepts the masculine side of his culture. 


In addition to noting how gender influences 
Okonkwo’s behavior within the story, many critics 
also note that gender influences Achebe as an au- 
thor. Feminist critics, in particular, have criticized 
Things Fall Apart both for suggesting that men are 
representative of all Africans and for focusing too 
exclusively on masculine activities and male char- 
acters. Though it is perhaps inevitable that Achebe 
would write his novel from a male perspective, 
these critics raise interesting questions about how 
Achebe’s male perspective might ignore and mis- 
represent the experiences of African women. Nev- 
ertheless, despite Achebe’s male bias, there are mo- 
ments in the novel when Achebe emphasizes 
female characters and valorizes their perspectives. 
It is the women who pass on many of the cultural 
traditions through stories, and it is Okonkwo’s 
daughter, Ezinma, not his son, Nwoye, who un- 
derstands Okonkwo in the end. Moreover, 
Okonkwo’s wife, Ekwefi, shows more courage and 
parental love in defending the life of her daughter, 
Ezinma, than Okonkwo does in participating in the 
sacrifice of Ikemefuna. Consequently, even though 
Achebe might emphasize male characters and per- 
spectives, he does not simply represent men as su- 
perior to women. In fact, there are many ways in 
which Achebe critiques Okonkwo’s inflated sense 
of masculinity. 


Another way to interpret Okonkwo’s charac- 
ter is to focus less on his internal personality and 
look instead at how this personality is shaped by 
the various social and historical contexts in which 
he lives. From such a perspective, Things Fall 
Apart does not explore oedipal conflicts or gender 
identity as much as it explores the tension between 
pursuing individual desires and conforming to the 
community’s values and customs. In many ways, 
Okonkwo’s tragic death results directly from his 
inability to balance these competing demands of in- 
dividuality and community. At first, Okonkwo 
seems an ideal representative of his community’s 
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values. He earns honor and respect from his peo- 
ple by developing the physical strength, manly 
courage, and disciplined will valued by his Igbo 
culture. As the novel progresses, however, 
Okonkwo’s success gradually develops into a dan- 
gerous sense of individualism that flagrantly disre- 
gards the community’s rules and decisions. For ex- 
ample, he beats his wife during the sacred Week of 
Peace, and he attempts to single-handedly attack 
the British instead of waiting for and accepting the 
community’s collective decision. In fact, many crit- 
ics have argued that this individualistic disregard 
for the community is Okonkwo’s primary tragic 
flaw, though it is perhaps difficult to separate this 
individualism from Okonkwo’s other character 
flaws such as inflexibility, hyper-masculinity, and 
an obsessive reaction against his father. 


In an even broader context, Achebe adds yet 
another dimension to Okonkwo’s tragedy by situ- 
ating it within the historical context of British colo- 
nial expansion. As the novel progresses, the initial 
focus on Okonkwo’s psychological struggles en- 
larges to include Okonkwo’s political struggle 
against British colonialism. By situating the per- 
sonal tragedy of Okonkwo’s suicide within this 
larger historical tragedy of colonial domination, 
Things Fall Apart develops a double-tragedy. 
Moreover, this double-tragedy further complicates 
the interpretation of Okonkwo’s character because 
the external tragedy of colonial domination largely 
provokes Okonkwo’s internal aggression. Al- 
though both Okonkwo and his society are respon- 
sible for their own destruction to some degree, there 
is also another sense in which they are destroyed 
by forces beyond their control. While the reader 
might condemn Okonkwo’s rash outburst of vio- 
lence, the reader also sympathizes with and perhaps 
even justifies the rage that Okonkwo feels while 
watching foreign invaders unjustly accuse and 
dominate his people. Even though Okonkwo’s fi- 
nal act of resistance is ineffective and perhaps even 
misguided, it exemplifies how Africans and other 
colonized peoples have courageously resisted colo- 
nialism instead of passively accepting it. Conse- 
quently, Okonkwo’s character is both tragically 
flawed and tragically heroic, and instead of sepa- 
rating the intermixed heroism and destructiveness 
that defines Okonkwo throughout the novel, 
Achebe’s_ conclusion only emphasizes how 
Okonkwo’s strengths and weaknesses are interre- 
lated. Thus, Achebe’s conclusion brings together a 
masterful sense of character, tragedy, and irony. 


In addition, Things Fall Apart is also impor- 
tant stylistically because it develops a hybrid aes- 
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thetic form that creatively fuses European and 
African cultural forms. At the simplest level, 
Achebe does this through his use of language. By 
introducing numerous African terms throughout the 
novel, he develops a hybrid language that mixes 
Igbo and English words. While some of these 
words may be confusing at first, by the end of the 
novel the reader learns to recognize many basic 
Igbo words like chi (fate), obi (hut), and osu (out- 
cast). At a more complex level, however, Achebe 
also integrates African cultural traditions into the 
structure of the novel through his use of proverbs 
and folktales. Many of the insights developed in 
the novel are presented either through proverbs or 
through stories drawn from the rich oral traditions 
of Igbo culture. These stories, like the story about 
Mosquito’s marriage proposal to Ear and the story 
about Tortoise’s attempt to trick the birds out of 
their feast, function as stories-within-the-story, and 
they add additional layers of meaning to the main 
plot of the novel. 


In addition to its literary and political value, 
Things Fall Apart is also a novel rich in anthropo- 
logical detail. In many ways, it can be read as an 
anthropological description of the daily life and cus- 
toms of the Igbo people because Achebe blends his 
description of Okonkwo’s tragedy with a richly de- 
tailed description of Igbo culture before European 
colonization. Throughout the novel, Achebe de- 
scribes numerous aspects of daily life in a traditional 
Igbo community ranging from methods of farming 
and forms of entertainment to dietary practices, clan 
titles, kinship structures, and marriage customs. In 
addition, he also describes a wide variety of Igbo 
religious beliefs and ceremonies such as the Week 
of Peace, the Feast of the New Yam, the Ozo dance, 
ogbanje spirit-children who keep dying and being 
reborn, the Evil Forest, and various gods and god- 
desses. This comprehensive, detailed description of 
African customs not only helps the reader under- 
stand the daily activities and religious beliefs of the 
Igbo people, but it also helps the reader begin to un- 
derstand an Igbo world view. Consequently, it rep- 
resents not only how Igbo people live but also what 
they believe and how they think and feel. 


Finally, Achebe adds yet another dimension to 
Things Fall Apart by concluding the novel with a 
strong critique of how western colonial histories 
have been written from biased, ethnocentric per- 
spectives. While this historical dimension of the 
novel may not be readily apparent at first, Achebe 
makes it unmistakably clear in the concluding para- 
graph, which describes the District Commis- 
sioner’s callous response to Okonkwo’s suicide. In 


addition to being generally apathetic to Okonkwo’s 
death, the District Commissioner seems even more 
inhuman because he takes interest in Okonkwo’s 
suicide only because it will give him “new mater- 
ial” for his book. After the reader has read Achebe’s 
detailed and moving description of Okonkwo’s life, 
the District Commissioner dismisses this story as 
only worth a “reasonable paragraph” because there 
is “so much else to include, and one must be firm 
in cutting out the details.” At this point, Achebe 
begins to turn the reader’s attention from the Dis- 
trict Commissioner’s lack of compassion to his his- 
torical ignorance, which grossly underestimates the 
long and complex history leading up to Okonkwo’s 
tragic death. Moreover, the District Commis- 
sioner’s decision to title his book The Pacification 
of the Primitive Tribes of the Lower Niger, demon- 
strates both his inability to think of African people 
as anything other than primitive and his inability 
to recognize how he has brought violence instead 
of peace to the Lower Niger. By ending the novel 
with the District Commissioner’s complete misin- 
terpretation and miswriting of the scene of colonial 
conflict, Achebe suggests that his novel is not sim- 
ply about the colonial encounter between two cul- 
tures. At a deeper level, it is also about how the 
story of that encounter is told. It is a story about 
the telling of history itself. By drawing attention to 
the District Commissioner’s erroneous sense of his- 
tory, Achebe reminds the reader that western de- 
scriptions of Africa have largely been written by 
men like the District Commissioner. Consequently, 
Things Fall Apart seeks to correct such erroneous 
historical records by retelling African history from 
an African perspective that intimately understands 
Okonkwo’s pain and outrage, even if it does not 
completely condone Okonkwo’s violent actions. 


Source: Robert Bennett, in an essay for Novels for Students, 
Gale, 1997. 


Diana Akers Rhoads 


In the following excerpt, Rhoads contrasts 
African and British culture in Things Fall Apart, 
as well as related shortcomings in criticism of the 
work. 
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Source: Diana Akers Rhoads, “Culture in Chinua Achebe’s 
Things Fall Apart,” in The African Studies Review, Vol. 26, 
No. 2, September, 1993, pp. 61-72. 


Ndiawar Sarr 

In the following excerpt, Sarr explores 
Achebe’s novel Things Fall Apart from a cultural 
perspective. 


Written about the past of Africa by a novelist 
who sees himself as a “teacher,” Things Fall Apart 
encompasses several worlds, several experiences, 
sometimes complex, all altered or mixed. Achebe is 
never a mere reporter of public events. Talking of 
Things Fall Apart, he said: “I now know that my 
first book was an act of atonement with my past, the 
ritual return and homage of a prodigal son” [Achebe 
in Morning Yet on Creation Day, Heinemann, 1975]. 
The past that Chinua Achebe describes so beauti- 
fully in Things Fall Apart is a past that Achebe him- 
self had to rediscover. It is a past that was largely 
lost as a result of twentieth-century Europeanization. 
This rediscovery of the suppressed past is an act of 
faith and religious revival. Achebe, like the major- 
ity of African writers today, wants his writings to be 
functional, to serve as oral literature did in traditional 
Africa, reflecting the totality of actual experience. 
As David Cook tells us: 


Close study of a passage from Things Fall Apart out 
of context is particularly likely to lead to pedantic 
fault-finding and to have little relation to the full im- 
pact the novel makes upon us since ... the achieve- 
ment of this work is essentially an epic achievement 
in which the whole is greater than the parts and in 
which the parts cannot be appreciated properly when 
separated from the whole. [African Literature: A 
Critical View, by David Cook, Longman, 1977.] 


John Mbiti similarly sees the holistic and com- 
munal nature of African culture in his statement: 
“I am because we are and since we are therefore I 
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am” [in African Religions and Philosophy, by John 
Mbiti, Anchor Books Doubleday, 1970]. This com- 
munal sense makes it necessary to see Okonkwo as 
something other than just a tragic hero in the usual 
Western sense—a lonely figure who passes moral 
judgment the group. 


The “we” of Achebe’s story is the Ibo society 
of Umuofia, which has no centralized authority or 
king. The tribal setup is very different from most 
tribal societies in Africa, because of its respect for 
individualism and its rejection of any inherited or 
hierarchical system of authority. The Ibo people’s 
highly individualistic society may have developed 
partly because of geography, for they lived in for- 
est areas which were difficult to penetrate, and each 
village lived separated from the next. These natural 
obstacles are described by another Ibo writer, 
Elechi Amadi, in his novel The Concubine [Heine- 
mann, 1982]: 


Only the braves could go as far as Alyi. It was a 
whole day’s journey from Omokachi. The path went 
through forests and swamps and there is no knowing 
when and where headhunters would strike. When 
there was any message to be relayed to Alyi two 
strong men ran the errand. 


In spite of its isolation, Umuofia society is 
proud, dignified, and stable. It is governed by a 
complicated system of customs, traditions, and rit- 
uals extending from birth through marriage to 
death. It has its own legal, educational, and reli- 
gious system and conventions governing relations 
between men and women, adults and children, and 
the various generations. The first part of the book 
allows us to see the customs, rituals, and traditions 
of Umuofia (e.g., consultation of oracles, the Week 
of Peace, the New Yam Festival) and to see the 
myths operating in the clan (e.g., Ogbanje, or a 
child that repeatedly dies and returns to the mother 
to be reborn, the exposure of twins, and taboos 
about shedding the blood of one’s clansmen). 


In addition, we are shown a society that is com- 
petitive and materialistic. A man’s prestige is in di- 
rect proportion to the size of his barns and his com- 
pounds, to the number of titles he has taken. As 
Things Fall Apart shows the first impact of Euro- 
pean invasion upon the old Ibo society, Achebe pre- 
sents, in a very fair and objective way, the strengths 
and weaknesses of this society. Contrary to the 
views of the District Commissioner who plans to 
write a book, The Pacification of the Primitive 
Tribes of the Lower Niger, Achebe presents an Ibo 
culture which is neither “primitive” nor “barbaric.” 
Even though his ambition to prove that “African 
peoples did not hear of culture for the first time 


from Europeans” might seem to cast doubt on his 
objectivity, he does not romanticize the Ibo soci- 
ety, but reveals instead the bad side as well as the 
good. He acts as the conscientious teacher he wants 
to be. Nothing is left aside. 

To his credit, Achebe does not merely describe 
these traditions, values, and customs; he brings the 
ceremonial to life, presenting events and conversa- 
tions dramatically. In so doing, he presents con- 
vincingly a rich Ibo culture which is not static, but 
clearly in a state of transition. Outwardly, Umuofia 
is a world of serenity, harmony, and communal ac- 
tivity, but inwardly it is torn by the individual’s per- 
sonal doubts and fears. At times, the reader is faced 
with contradictions. For example, although the child 
is valued more than any material thing in Umuofian 
society, an innocent child named Ikemefuna is de- 
nied life by traditional laws and customs which de- 
mand his life in return for that of a Umuofian who 
was killed by his people. But Ibo society is full of 
contradictions. It is a world in which the spiritual 
dimension is a part of daily life, but also a world in 
which a man’s success is measured by his material 
goods. It is a world which is at once communal and 
individualistic, a world in which human relations 
are paramount, but in which old people and twins 
are left in the forest to die. It is a male-dominated 
society, in which the chief goddess is female and in 
which proverbial wisdom maintains “Mother is 
supreme.” This sustained view of the duality of the 
traditional Ibo society intensifies the wider tragedy 
and reveals the dilemma that shapes and destroys 
the life of Okonkwo.... 


In providing a context for interpreting 
Okonkwo’s relationship with his society, the 
novel’s use of proverbs plays an important role. 
They reveal the clan’s dependence upon traditional 
wisdom and help to present the whole way of life. 
Many critics have demonstrated the power of 
proverbs in the work of Achebe in general and in 
Things Fall Apart in particular. Bernth Lindfors 
sums up the role of the proverbs in Achebe’s fic- 
tions when he declares: 

Proverbs can serve as keys to an understanding of his 
novels because he uses them not merely to add a 
touch of local color but to sound and reiterate themes, 
to sharpen characterization, to clarify conflict, and to 
focus on the values of the society he is portraying. 
[Folklore in Nigerian Literature, by Bernth Lindfors, 
Africana Publishing, 1973.] 

Such an understanding of the subtleties of lan- 
guage by the reader is possible only through per- 
sonal effort linked with open-mindedness. It is, un- 
fortunately, those elements which are lacking 
among many of the characters in the novel and 
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which have led also to cultural misunderstanding 
among its readers. Achebe is using English, a 
worldwide language, to translate African experi- 
ence. In other words, English, a tool in the hands 
of all those who have learnt to master it, can be 
submitted to different kinds of use. Critics of 
African literature must keep this fact in mind and 
try to grasp all the riches of the Ibo language and 
rhetoric that Achebe, as a son of the tribe, has tried 
to translate. With such an attitude, the critic will 
contribute to consolidating and widening our ex- 
perience, the human experience. Hasn’t the reader 
grown into accepting, for instance, that the natural 
world is penetrated by the supernatural, thanks to 
Achebe’s ability to make us live (with the charac- 
ters) the various stages of their cultural life? 


Things Fall Apart, the title of which is an al- 
lusion to W. B. Yeats’s poem “The Second Com- 
ing,” is a novel in which Achebe is interested in 
analyzing the way things happen and in giving lan- 
guage to the Ibo experience. He offers a larger view 
of history and of individual life: 


No civilization can either remain static or evolve for- 
ever towards a more inclusive perfection. It must both 
collapse from within and be overwhelmed from with- 
out, and what replaces it will appear most opposite 
to itself, being built from all that it overlooked or un- 
dervalued. [In Critical Perspectives on Achebe, 
edited by C. L. Innes and Bernth Lindfors, Three 
Continents Press, 1978.] 


The novel, therefore, celebrates stability in hu- 
man affairs despite its apparent “anarchy” (to use 
a word from Yeats’s poem). Ibo culture, even while 
changing, is very much alive. Despite the tragic loss 
of Okonkwo, the society of the Ibos, because of its 


flexibility, survives. Despite the loss, “the center 
holds.” 


Source: Ndiawar Sarr, “The Center Holds: The Resilience 
of Ibo Culture in Things Fall Apart,” in Global Perspectives 
on Teaching Literature: Shared Visions and Distinctive Vi- 
sions, Sandra Ward Lott, Maureen S. G. Hawkins, Norman 
McMillan, eds., National Council of Teachers of English, 
1993, pp. 347-55. 
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To Kill a Mockingbird 


When To Kill a Mockingbird was published in 
1960, it brought its young first-time author, Harper 
Lee, a startling amount of attention and notoriety. 
The novel replays three key years in the life of 
Scout Finch, the young daughter of an Alabama 
town’s principled lawyer. The work was an instant 
sensation, becoming a best-seller and winning the 
Pulitzer Prize for fiction. Scout’s narrative relates 
how she and her elder brother Jem learn about 
fighting prejudice and upholding human dignity 
through the example of their father. Atticus Finch 
has taken on the legal defense of a black man who 
has been falsely charged with raping a white 
woman. Lee’s story of the events surrounding the 
trial has been admired for its portrayal of South- 
ern life during the 1930s, not only for its piercing 
examination of the causes and effects of racism, 
but because it created a model of tolerance and 
courage in the character of Atticus Finch. Some 
early reviewers found Scout’s narration uncon- 
vincing, its style and language too sophisticated 
for a young girl. Since then, however, critics have 
hailed Lee’s rendering of a child’s perspective— 
as told by an experienced adult—as one of the most 
technically proficient in modern fiction. A regional 
novel dealing with universal themes of tolerance, 
courage, compassion, and justice, To Kill a Mock- 
ingbird combined popular appeal with literary ex- 
cellence to ensure itself an enduring place in mod- 
erm American literature. 
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Author Biography 


Although Harper Lee has long maintained that To 
Kill a Mockingbird is not autobiographical, crit- 
ics have often remarked upon the striking simi- 
larities between the author’s own childhood and 
that of her youthful heroine, Scout Finch. Nelle 
Harper Lee was born in 1926, the youngest of 
three children of Amasa Coleman Lee, a lawyer 
who practiced in the small town of Monroeville, 
Alabama. Like Scout, who could be bullied into 
submission with the remark that she was “gettin’ 
more like a girl,” Lee was “a rough ’n’ tough 
tomboy,” according to childhood friends. Sum- 
mers in Monroeville were brightened by the vis- 
its of young Truman Capote, who stayed with the 
Lees’ next-door neighbors and who later became 
a famous writer himself. The games young Nelle 
and her brother played with Capote were likely 
the inspiration for the adventures Scout and Jem 
had with Dill, their own “summer” friend. 


Mockingbird 





After graduating from the public schools of 
Monroeville, Lee attended a small college in 
nearby Montgomery before attending the Uni- 
versity of Alabama for four years. She left school 
six months short of earning a law degree, how- 
ever, in order to pursue a writing career. In the 
early 1950s, the author worked as an airline reser- 
vations clerk in New York City, writing essays 
and short stories in her spare time. After her lit- 
efary agent suggested that one of her stories 
might be expanded into a novel, Lee quit her air- 
line job. With the financial support of some 
friends, she spent several years revising the man- 
uscript of To Kill a Mockingbird before submit- 
ting it to publishers. Several more months of re- 
vision followed the feedback of her editors, who 
found the original version more like a string of 
short stories than a cohesive novel. The final draft 
was finally completed in 1959 and published in 
1960. The novel was a dramatic success, earning 
generally positive reviews and achieving best- 
seller status. Lee herself attained considerable 
celebrity as the novel won the Pulitzer Prize for 
fiction in 1961 and was made into an Oscar-win- 
ning film in 1962. Since then, aside from a few 
magazine pieces in the early 1960s, the reclusive 
author has published nothing, although she bas 
been reported to have been working on a second 
novel. Despite the lack of a follow-up work, Lee’s 
literary reputation remains secure and even has 
grown since the debut of her remarkable first 
novel. 
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Plot Summary 


Part One 

Harper Lee’s To Kill a Mockingbird depicts 
the life of its young narrator, Jean Louise “Scout” 
Finch, in the small town of Maycomb, Alabama, in 
the mid-1930s. Scout opens the novel as a grown 
woman reflecting back on key events in her child- 
hood. The novel covers a two-year period, begin- 
ning when Scout is six and ending when she is 
eight. She lives with her father, Atticus, a widowed 
lawyer, and her older brother, Jem (short for Je- 
remy). Their black housekeeper, Calpurnia, tends 
to the children. Scout and Jem’s summer playmate, 
Dill Harris, shares the Finch children’s adventures 
and adds imagination and intrigue to their game 
playing. In the novel, we see Scout grow in aware- 
ness and come to new understandings about her 
town, her family, and herself. 


During the summer before Scout enters school, 
the children become fascinated with Arthur “Boo” 
Radley, a reclusive neighbor. Radley’s father, a re- 
ligious fanatic, confined Boo to the house because 
he was arrested for youthful pranks as a teenager. 
Some years later, Boo casually stabbed his father 
in the leg with a pair of scissors, confirming peo- 
ple’s worst fears about him. The children are nat- 
urally afraid of and intrigued by such a “malevo- 
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lent phantom,” as Scout calls him. Yet they only 
approach the house once, when Jem runs and 
touches the porch on a dare. 


Scout enters first grade the following Septem- 
ber and must confront new challenges and learn 
new ways to deal with people. She cannot under- 
stand, for instance, her young teacher’s lack of fa- 
miliarity with the town families and their peculiar- 
ities, such as the Cunningham children’s poverty 
and pride. Later, Atticus explains to Scout that she 
must put herself in others’ places before judging 
them, one of the many lessons she learns by mak- 
ing mistakes. 


With summer’s return, Dill arrives and the 
children’s absorption with Boo Radley begins again 
in earnest. Ultimately, they attempt to look in the 
house to see Boo, but a shotgun blast from Nathan 
Radley, Boo’s brother, drives them off. In their 
panic, Jem catches his overalls in the Radley fence 
and must abandon them. Later that night, he returns 
to retrieve them and finds them neatly folded on 
the fence with the ripped fabric poorly resewn. 


Their contact with Boo Radley continues into 
the school year. Before the previous summer, Scout 
and Jem had discovered gum and Indian head pen- 
nies in a knot-holed tree by the Radley house. Now 
more objects begin to appear in the knothole, in- 
cluding replicas of Scout and Jem carved in soap. 
They decide to leave a note for whoever is leaving 
the objects, but before they can, Nathan Radley fills 
the hole with cement, upsetting Jem. 


Scout soon encounters trouble at school when 
a schoolmate condemns Atticus for “defending nig- 
gers.” Atticus confirms that he is defending a black 
man named Tom Robinson, who is accused of rap- 
ing a white woman, and that his conscience com- 
pels him to do no less. He warns her that she will 
encounter more accusations of this kind and to re- 
member that despite their views, the people who 
cast slurs at them are still their friends. Atticus later 
tells his brother Jack that he hopes he can guide his 
children through this time without them becoming 
bitter and “without catching Maycomb’s usual dis- 
ease” of racism. 


That Christmas, Atticus gives the children air- 
rifles and admonishes them to shoot no mocking- 
birds. Miss Maudie Atkinson, their neighbor, ex- 
plains Atticus’s reasons when she says that 
“Mockingbirds don’t do one thing but make music 
for us to enjoy.” Hence, it is a sin to kill them. At 
this time, the children feel disappointed in Atticus 
because he is old (almost fifty) and does nothing 
of interest. They soon learn, however, about one of 
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their father’s unique talents when he shoots a ra- 
bid dog that threatens the neighborhood, killing the 
beast with one shot. The neighbors tell them that 
Atticus is the best shot in the county, he just 
chooses not to shoot a gun unless he must. Scout 
admires Atticus for his shooting talent, but Jem ad- 
mires him for his gentlemanly restraint. 


Part Two 


The family’s involvement in Tom Robinson’s 
trial dominates Part Two of the novel. One personal 
inconvenience of the trial is the arrival of Aunt 
Alexandra, Atticus’s sister, who comes to tend to 
the family. Scout finds her presence unwelcome be- 
cause Aunt Alexandra disapproves of her tomboy- 
ish dress and activities and tries to make Scout wear 
dresses and attend women’s socials. 


The time for the trial arrives, and Atticus 
guards the jail door the night Tom Robinson is 
brought to Maycomb. The children, including Dill, 
sneak out to watch over him and soon become in- 
volved in a standoff. Carloads of men drive up and 
demand that Atticus let them have Tom Robinson, 
and he gently refuses. Scout recognizes a school- 
mate’s father, Mr. Cunningham, and asks him po- 
lite questions about his legal debt to Atticus, who 
did work for him, and about his son. Scout’s inno- 
cent questioning of Mr. Cunningham shames him, 
and he convinces the men to leave. 


The children also sneak to the courthouse to 
attend the trial. They sit in the balcony with the 
black townspeople because no seats are available 
on the ground floor. Atticus’s questioning of Bob 
Ewell and Mayella Ewell, both of whom claim Tom 
Robinson beat and raped Mayella, reveals their lies. 
Mayella was beaten primarily on the right side of 
her body by a left-handed man. By having Bob 
Ewell sign his name, Atticus shows him to be left- 
handed. Tom Robinson’s left arm, however, is crip- 
pled from a boyhood accident. Tom’s story rings 
truer. He contends that Mayella invited him into 
the house and tried to seduce him, a story made 
credible by Mayella’s and Tom’s descriptions of 
her lonely life. Tom resisted her advances, but be- 
fore he could leave Bob Ewell discovered them. 
Tom ran and Ewell beat Mayella. To avoid social 
disgrace, the Ewells claimed Tom had raped her. 


Despite the evidence, Tom is convicted. Atti- 
cus has expected this verdict and believes he can 
win on appeal. Jem has difficulty accepting the in- 
justice of the verdict. Others, however, remain an- 
gry over Atticus’s sincere defense of Robinson, 
particularly Bob Ewell. Ewell confronts Atticus, 
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threatens him, and spits on him. Soon after, Tom 
Robinson’s story ends in tragedy as he is shot 
trying to escape from prison. He ran because he be- 
lieved he could find no justice in a white- 
dominated legal system. 


The following October, Scout dresses as a ham 
for the school Halloween pageant. On the way 
home from the pageant, she and Jem are followed, 
then attacked. Scout cannot see their assailant be- 
cause of her costume, but she hears Jem grappling 
with him and hears Jem being injured. After the 
confused struggle, she feels a man lying on the 
ground and sees another man carrying Jem. She fol- 
lows them home. The doctor arrives and assures 
her that Jem is alive and has suffered only a bro- 
ken arm. The man who carried him home is stand- 
ing in Jem’s room. To Scout’s tearful amazement, 
she realizes that he is Boo Radley. Sheriff Heck 
Tate informs them that Bob Ewell attacked them 
and that only Scout’s costume saved her. Ewell 
himself now lies dead, stabbed in the ribs. Atticus 
believes Jem killed Ewell in self-defense, but Tate 
makes him realize that Boo Radley actually stabbed 
Ewell and saved both children’s lives. The men 
agree to claim that Ewell fell on his knife in order 
to save Boo the spectacle of a trial. Scout walks 
Boo home: 


He had to stoop a little to accommodate me, but if 
Miss Stephanie Crawford was watching from her up- 
stairs window, she would see Arthur Radley escort- 
ing me down the sidewalk, as any gentleman would 
do. 


We came to the street light on the corner, and I won- 
dered how many times Dill had stood there hugging 
the fat pole, watching, waiting, hoping. I wondered 
how many times Jem and I had made this journey, 
but I entered the Radley front gate for the second 
time in my life. Boo and I walked up the steps to the 
porch. His fingers found the front doorknob. He gen- 
tly released my hand, opened the door, went inside, 
and shut the door behind him. I never saw him again. 


Neighbors bring food with death and flowers with 
sickness and little things in between. Boo was our 
neighbor. He gave us two soap dolls, a broken watch 
and chain, a pair of good-luck pennies, and our lives. 
But neighbors give in return. We never put back into 
the tree what we took out of it; we had given him 
nothing, and it made me sad. 


She returns home to Atticus, who stays up all 
night waiting for Jem to awake. 


Characters 


Aunt Alexandra 


See Alexandra Finch Hancock 


Miss Maudie Atkinson 

Maudie Atkinson is a strong, supportive 
woman who lives across the street from the 
Finches. A forthright speaker, she never conde- 
scends to Jem and Scout, but speaks to them as 
equals. It is Miss Maudie who affirms that it is a 
sin to kill a mockingbird, since “they don’t do one 
thing but sing their hearts out for us.” A respected 
community member who often teasingly re- 
proaches the children, Miss Maudie nevertheless 
has a impish streak: she likes to quote scripture 
back to conservative religious folk who frown on 
her brightly colored garden. Miss Maudie provides 
another example of bravery to the children when 
her home burns down. Instead of lamenting her 
fate, she tells Jem she looks forward to rebuilding 
a smaller house which will have more room for her 
flowers. 


Mr. Avery 

A good-natured if somewhat coarse neighbor 
of the Finches who helps fight the fire at Miss 
Maudie’s house at risk to his own life. 


Calpurnia 

One of several strong female figures in the 
lives of the Finch children, Calpurnia is the fam- 
ily’s black housekeeper. She has helped to raise 
Jem and Scout since their mother’s death four years 
ago. Like Atticus, Calpurnia is a strict but loving 
teacher, particularly in regard to Scout, whose en- 
thusiasm sometimes makes her thoughtless. On 
Scout’s first day of school, for example, Calpurnia 
scolds Scout for criticizing the table manners of 
Walter Cunningham Jr., whom the children have 
brought home as a lunch guest. That day after 
school, however, Calpurnia prepares Scout’s fa- 
vorite food, crackling bread, as a special treat. 
Calpurnia also gives Scout her first awareness of 
the contrast between the worlds of black and white. 
During a visit to Calpurnia’s church, her use of 
black dialect with her friends makes Scout realize 
that Calpurnia has a wider life outside the Finch 
household. Calpurnia also helps Scout understand 
how people can serve as a bridge between these 
differing worlds. Although the majority of parish- 
ioners welcome them during their church visit, one 
woman challenges the white children. Calpurnia re- 
sponds by calling them her guests and saying “it’s 
the same God, ain’t it?” 


Stephanie Crawford 
The “neighborhood scold” who is always 
ready to gossip about anything or anyone. 
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From the film To Kill a Mockingbird, starring Gregory Peck, Mary Badham, Phillip Alford, and John 


Megna, 1962. 


Walter Cunningham Jr. 
A poor but proud classmate of Scout’s. 


Walter Cunningham Sr. 

Walter Cunningham, Sr., is a member of a poor 
family who “never took anything they couldn’t pay 
back.” A former client of Atticus’s, he paid for le- 
gal service with goods such as firewood and hick- 
ory nuts. After Scout recognizes him in the poten- 
tial lynch mob and speaks to him of his son, he 
leads the crowd away from violence. 


Link Deas 
A local farmer who hires a lot of black help 
and once employed Tom Robinson. 


Mrs. Henry Lafayette Dubose 

According to Scout, Mrs. Henry Lafayette 
Dubose is “the meanest old woman who ever 
lived.” She regularly insults and harasses the chil- 
dren as they walk by. When Jem wrecks her gar- 
den in retaliation for a nasty remark about his fa- 
ther, Atticus punishes him by forcing him to 
spend many hours reading to her. She dies later 
that year, and Jem learns that his reading helped 
her to courageously defeat an addiction to mor- 
phine. 
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Bob Ewell 

The head of family who’s been “the disgrace 
of Maycomb for three generations,” Bob Ewell is 
despised by Maycomb society as a shiftless drunk- 
ard. He is unable to keep a job, spends all his re- 
lief money on alcohol, and traps animals outside of 
hunting season. He provides little support to his 
large, motherless family, and is reputed to beat his 
children (and perhaps sexually abuse them too, as 
Mayella’s testimony hints). Angered and shamed 
by his exposure on the witness stand, Ewell makes 
threats to Atticus and others involved in the trial, 
but never risks direct confrontation. This cowardice 
reaches its peak in his violent attack on Scout and 
Jem, during which he is killed by Boo Radley. 


Mayella Ewell 

The eldest daughter of Bob Ewell, Mayella 
Ewell lives a lonely life keeping house for her fa- 
ther and seven siblings without assistance. Al- 
though she can only afford small gestures such as 
a potted plant, Mayella tries to brighten her situa- 
tion and the lives of her siblings. During the trial 
it is revealed that Tom Robinson’s occasional stops 
to help her with heavy chores were her only con- 
tact with a sympathetic soul. When Bob Ewell dis- 
covers Mayella’s attempt to seduce the unwilling 
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e To Kill a Mockingbird was adapted as a film by 
Horton Foote, starring Gregory Peck and Mary 
Badham, Universal, 1962; available from MCA/ 
Universal Home Video. 





e It was also adapted as a full-length stage play 
by Christopher Sergel, and was published as 
Harper Lee’s To Kill a Mockingbird: A Full- 
length Play, Dramatic Publishing Co., 1970. 


Tom, his violent outburst leads her to accuse Tom 
of rape. Despite her situation, she loses the reader’s 
sympathy when she repays Tom’s kindness with 
open contempt and a lie that costs him his life. The 
fact that the jury accepts her word over his, even 
when it is demonstrated to be false, further illus- 
trates the malicious power of racist thinking. 


Mrs. Gertrude Farrow 


One of the hypocritical members of Aunt 
Alexandra’s missionary circle. 


Atticus Finch 

Atticus Finch, Scout’s widowed father, is a 
member of one of Maycomb County’s oldest and 
most prominent families. Nevertheless, he refuses 
to use his background as an excuse to hold himself 
above others and instead is a model of tolerance 
and understanding. Atticus is a lawyer and also a 
member of the state legislature, elected by towns- 
people who respect his honesty even if they don’t 
always approve of his actions. For example, when 
Atticus is appointed the defense attorney for Tom 
Robinson, a black man accused of raping a white 
woman, the town disapproves because he aims to 
do the best job he can. As a father Atticus is af- 
fectionate with Jem and Scout, ready with a hug 
when they need comfort and available to spend time 
reading to them. Although he allows his children 
freedom to play and explore, he is also a firm dis- 
ciplinarian, always teaching his children to think of 
how their actions affect others and devising pun- 
ishments to teach his children valuable lessons. 
When Jem damages the camellia bushes of Mrs. 


Henry Lafayette Dubose, a neighbor who scolds 
and insults the children, Atticus sentences him to 
read to her each day. As Jem reads, he and Scout 
witness the dying woman’s battle against her mor- 
phine addiction and learn the true meaning of 
courage: “it’s when you know you’re licked before 
you begin but you see it through no matter what,” 
Atticus tells them. Atticus’s own actions in argu- 
ing the Robinson case demonstrate this kind of 
courage, and his behavior throughout embodies 
values of dignity, integrity, determination, and tol- 
erance. Although Atticus’s character is somewhat 
idealized, critic William T. Going calls Lee’s cre- 
ation “the most memorable portrait in recent fic- 
tion of the just and equitable Southern liberal.” 


Jack Finch 
See John Hale Finch 


Jean Louise Finch 


The narrator of the novel, Jean Louise “Scout” 
Finch is almost six years old at the time her story 
begins. A tomboy most frequently clad in overalls, 
Scout spends much of her time with her older 
brother Jem and is constantly trying to prove her- 
self his equal. Throughout the book Scout maintains 
an innocence and an innate sense of right and wrong 
that makes her the ideal observer of events, even if 
she doesn’t always fully understand them. She nat- 
urally questions the injustices she sees instead of 
accepting them as “the way things are.” For in- 
stance, she doesn’t understand why her aunt makes 
social distinctions based on “background” when 
Scout thinks “there’s just one kind of folks: Folks.” 
Her independence and outspokenness often get 
Scout into trouble, however; she is quick to respond 
to insults with her fists and frequently opens her 
mouth at inappropriate moments, as when she 
rudely remarks on the table manners of a guest. By 
the end of the novel, however, eight-year-old Scout 
has learned a measure of restraint, primarily through 
the influence and example of her father Atticus. 


Jem Finch 


See Jeremy Finch 


Jeremy Finch 

Four years older than his sister Scout, Jeremy 
“Jem” Finch seems to have a deeper understanding 
of the events during the three years of the novel, for 
his emotional reactions to them are stronger. As the 
story begins, Jem is a quick-witted but fun- 
loving ten year old who spends a lot of time in cre- 
ative play with Scout and Dill Harris, a summer 
visitor to the neighborhood. Jem is frequently ex- 
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asperated by his sister, and requires her to keep her 
distance during school hours. Nevertheless, for the 
most part Jem is an understanding and encouraging 
older brother, allowing Scout to join in his games 
and even dignifying her with an occasional fistfight. 
He is anxious to please his father, and hates to dis- 
appoint him. When Jem loses his pants in the “raid” 
on the Radley house, he insists on returning for them 
during the middle of the night—not so much to 
avoid the pain of punishment, but because “Atticus 
ain’t ever whipped me since I can remember. I 
wanta keep it that way.” As he approaches adoles- 
cence, however, Jem becomes quieter and more eas- 
ily agitated: he reacts angrily when Mrs. Dubose 
leaves him a small peace offering after her death. 
Although more socially aware than Scout, he is gen- 
uinely surprised at Tom Robinson’s guilty verdict. 
The trial leaves Jem a little more withdrawn and 
less self-confident, and he spends much of the fol- 
lowing fall concerned for his father’s safety. He 
demonstrates his own courage, however, when he 
protects his sister from the attack of Bob Ewell with- 
out regard for his own safety. 


John Hale Finch 
Atticus’s younger brother, a doctor who left 
Maycomb to study in Boston. 


Scout Finch 
See Jean Louise Finch 


Miss Caroline Fisher 

Scout’s first-grade teacher who is a newcomer 
to Maycomb. She misunderstands the social order 
of Maycomb and punishes Scout for trying to ex- 
plain it. She also comes into conflict with Scout be- 
cause of the girl’s reading ability. 


Miss Gates 

Scout’s hypocritical third-grade teacher who 
condemns Hitler’s persecution of the Jews even as 
she discriminates against her own students and 
complains about blacks “getting above them- 
selves.” 


Mr. Gilmer 


The circuit prosecutor from Abbottsville who 
leads the case against Tom Robinson. 


Alexandra Finch Hancock 

Atticus’s sister, Alexandra Finch Hancock, is 
a conservative woman concerned with social and 
class distinctions and bound to the traditions of the 
South. She tries to counteract her brother’s liberal 
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influence on his children by reminding them of 
their family’s eminence and by trying to make 
Scout behave in a more ladylike manner. When she 
moves in with Atticus’s family, her efforts to re- 
form Scout include requiring her attendance at reg- 
ular meetings of a “missionary circle,” whose dis- 
cussions focus on improving the lives of “heathens” 
in distant Africa rather than on the needy in their 
own town. Aunt Alexandra is not completely un- 
sympathetic, however; she also shows—in pri- 
vate—some anger towards the hypocrites in her 
missionary circle. Although she disapproves of At- 
ticus’s role in the Robinson case, she becomes up- 
set upon hearing news of Robinson’s death during 
one of her parties. Her ability to continue on leads 
Scout to state that “if Auntie could be a lady at a 
time like this, so could I.” 


Francis Hancock 
Scout and Jem’s cousin and Alexandra’s 
grandson. 


Charles Baker Harris 

Small and devilish, Charles Baker “Dill” Har- 
ris is Scout and Jem’s summer friend. He instigates 
much of the children’s mischief by daring Jem to 
perform acts such as approaching the Radley house. 
He seems to have a limitless imagination, and his 
appeal is only enhanced by his firsthand knowledge 
of movies such as Dracula. Seemingly ignored (but 
not neglected) by his parents, Dill enjoys his yearly 
visits to his aunt, Rachel Haverford, who lives next 
door to the Finches—he even runs away from home 
one summer to come to Maycomb. A year older 
than Scout, Dill has declared he will one day marry 
her, a statement she seems to accept matter-of- 
factly. 


Dill Harris 
See Charles Baker Harris 


Rachel Haverford 


Dill Harris’s sympathetic aunt, who lives next 
door to the Finches. 


Grace Merriweather 

A member of Alexandra’s missionary circle 
who has a reputation as the “most devout lady in 
Maycomb” even though she is a hypocritical bigot. 


Arthur Radley 

Arthur “Boo” Radley has a strong presence in 
the novel even though he isn’t seen until its last 
pages. A local legend for several years, Boo is ru- 
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mored to wander the neighborhood at night and 
dine on raw squirrels and cats. He has spent the last 
fifteen years secluded in his own house. An ado- 
lescent prank led his late father to place him under 
house arrest. His sinister reputation stems from a 
later incident, when it was rumored that he stabbed 
his father in the leg with a pair of scissors. Boo be- 
comes a central figure in the imaginations of Scout, 
Jem, and their neighbor Dill Harris, for their sum- 
mers are occupied with dramatic re-creations of his 
life and plans to lure “the monster” out of his house. 
Despite his history of being abused by his father, 
Boo is revealed to be a gentle soul through his un- 
seen acts: the gifts he leaves in the tree; his mend- 
ing of Jem’s torn pants; the blanket he puts around 
Scout the night of the fire; and finally, his rescue 
of the children from Bob Ewell’s murderous attack. 
The children’s fear of Boo Radley, based on igno- 
rance rather than knowledge, subtly reflects the 
prejudice of the town against Tom Robinson—a 
connection mirrored in the use of mockingbird im- 
agery for both men. 


Boo Radley 
See Arthur Radley 


Nathan Radley 

Boo’s hardhearted older brother who spoils 
Boo’s secret game with the children by filling the 
empty treehole with cement. 


Dolphus Raymond 

A local man from a good white family with 
property who has a black mistress and children. He 
fosters a reputation as a drunk to give townspeople 
a reason to excuse his flaunting of social taboos. 


Tom Robinson 

Tom Robinson is a mild-mannered, conscien- 
tious black man whose kind acts earn him only 
trouble when Mayella Ewell accuses him of rape. 
Because he saw she was left alone to maintain the 
household without any help from her family, he of- 
ten performed small chores for her. During his tes- 
timony, he relates that he felt sorry for the girl. This 
remark affronts the white men in the jury, who see 
it as evidence that he is overreaching his social sta- 
tion. Although he is clearly proven innocent, the 
all-white jury convicts him of rape, a crime pun- 
ishable by death. Unconvinced that he can find jus- 
tice on appeal, Robinson attempts to escape from 
his prison camp and is shot dead. 


Reverend Sykes 


The minister of Maycomb’s black church. 
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Heck Tate 

The sheriff of Maycomb who is sympathetic 
towards Atticus and who insists on keeping Boo 
Radley’s role in the death of Bob Ewell a secret. 


Judge John Taylor 

The deceivingly sleepy but fair judge whose 
sympathy for Tom Robinson can be seen in the fact 
that he appointed Atticus, whom he knew would 
do his best, as Robinson’s public defender. 


Uncle Jack 
See John Hale Finch 


B. B. Underwood 


See Braxton Bragg Underwood 


Braxton Bragg Underwood 

The owner and editor of the local newspaper 
who was ready to defend Atticus and Tom Robin- 
son from the lynch mob with a shotgun even though 
he is known to “despise” black people. 


Themes 


Prejudice and Tolerance 

Comprising the main portion of the book’s ex- 
amination of racism and its effects are the under- 
lying themes of prejudice vs. tolerance: how peo- 
ple feel about and respond to differences in others. 
At one end of the spectrum are people who fear 
and hate, such as the members of the jury who con- 
vict an innocent man of rape because of his race. 
Atticus and Calpurnia, on the other hand, show un- 
derstanding and sympathy towards those who 
might be different or less fortunate. When Scout 
brings a poor classmate home for dinner and then 
belittles his table manners, for instance, Calpurnia 
scolds her for remarking upon them and tells her 
she is bound to treat all guests with respect no mat- 
ter what their social station. Atticus similarly bases 
his opinions of people on their behavior and not 
their background. Unlike Alexandra, who calls 
poor people like the Cunninghams “trash” because 
of their social station, Atticus tells his children that 
any white man who takes advantage of a black 
man’s ignorance is “trash.” 


Guilt and Innocence 

Closely linked to these themes of prejudice are 
issues of guilt and innocence, for the same igno- 
rance that creates racist beliefs underlies assump- 
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tions of guilt. The most obvious instance is the case 
of Tom Robinson: the jury’s willingness to believe 
what Atticus calls “the evi] assumption ... that all 
Negroes are basically immoral beings” leads them 
to convict an innocent man. Boo Radley, unknown 
by a community who has not seen or heard from 
him in fifteen years, is similarly presumed to be a 
monster by the court of public opinion. Scout un- 
derscores this point when she tells her Uncle Jack 
he has been unfair in assigning all the blame to her 
after her fight with Cousin Francis. If he had 
stopped to learn both sides of the situation he might 
have judged her differently—-which he eventually 
does. The novel’s conclusion also reinforces the 
theme of guilt and innocence, as Atticus reads 
Scout a book about a boy falsely accused of van- 
dalism. As Scout summarizes: “When they finally 
saw him, why he hadn’t done any of those things. 
Atticus, he was real nice.” To which Atticus re- 
sponds, “Most people are, once you see them.” 


Knowledge and Ignorance 

Because a lack of understanding leads to prej- 
udice and false assumptions of guilt, themes of ig- 
norance and knowledge also play a large role in the 
novel. Lee seems to suggest that children have a 
natural instinct for tolerance and understanding; 
only as they grow older do they learn to react to 
differences with fear and disdain. For example, 
Scout is confused when one of Dolphus Raymond’s 
mixed-race children is pointed out to her. The child 
looks “all Negro” to Scout, who wonders why it 
matters that “you just hafta know who [the mixed- 
race children] are.” That same day Dill is made sick 
during the trial by the way in which Mr. Gilmer, 
the prosecuting attorney, sneeringly cross- 
examines Tom Robinson. As Dolphus Raymond 
telis Scout, “Things haven’t caught up with that 
one’s instinct yet. Let him get a little older and he 
won't get sick and cry.” Lee seems to imply that 
children learn important lessons about life through 
the examples of others, not through school. In an 
ironic commentary on the nature of knowledge, for- 
mal education—as Scout experiences it—fails to 
teach or even contradicts these important lessons. 
Scout’s first-grade teacher, Miss Caroline Fisher, 
is more concerned with making her students follow 
a system than in teaching them as individuals. This 
is why she forbids Scout to continue reading with 
her father, whose “unqualified” instruction would 
“interfere” with her education. Whatever the 
method, however, the most important factor in 
gaining knowledge is an individual’s motivation. 
As Calpurnia tells Scout, people “got to want to 
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Study ` 


e Research the 1930s trials of the Scottsboro Boys 
and compare how the justice system worked in 
this case to the trial of Tom Robinson. 


e Explore the government programs of President 
Franklin D. Roosevelt’s “New Deal” and ex- 
plain how some of the characters in To Kill a 
Mockingbird could have been helped by them. 


¢ Investigate the various groups involved in the 
Civil Rights Movement of the 1950s and 1960s 
and compare their programs to the community 
supports found in Lee’s imaginary town of May- 
comb. 


learn themselves, and when they don’t want to learn 
there’s nothing you can do but keep your mouth 
shut or learn their language.” 


Courage and Cowardice 

Another important theme appearing through- 
out the novel is that of cowardice and heroism, for 
Scout observes several different kinds of courage 
during her childhood. The most common definition 
of bravery is being strong in the face of physical 
danger. Atticus demonstrates this when he stops in 
the path of a rabid dog and drops it with one rifle 
shot. Other kinds of courage, however, rely more 
on moral fortitude. For instance, Atticus talks 
pleasantly to Mrs. Henry Lafayette Dubose, even 
though she regularly heaps verbal abuse on him and 
his children. At times like these, Scout says, she 
thought “my father, who hated guns and had never 
been to any wars, was the bravest man who ever 
lived.” Mrs. Dubose teaches the children another 
lesson in courage when Jem is sentenced to spend 
two hours a day reading to her as repayment for 
the flowers he damaged. Scout tags along as Jem 
visits after school to read Sir Walter Scott’s Ivan- 
hoe, a tale of chivalry and heroism. Mrs. Dubose’s 
behavior seems strange; she often drifts off during 
the readings and begins to drool and have seizures. 
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After her death some months later, the children dis- 
cover that she was trying to overcome an addiction 
to morphine, a painkiller. Jem’s reading served as 
a distraction that helped her die free from addic- 
tion. Atticus tells his children that despite her faults, 
Mrs. Dubose was the bravest person he ever knew, 
for real courage is “when you know you're licked 
before you begin but you begin anyway and you 
see it through no matter what.” Atticus shows the 
same type of bravery in fighting the Robinson case; 
although he knows it would be nearly impossible 
for a white jury to return a verdict of “not guilty,” 
he nonetheless argues the case to the best of his 
ability. In contrast to Atticus’s bravery stands the 
cowardly behavior of Bob Ewell, who never di- 
rectly faces those whom he thinks have wronged 
him. He vandalizes Judge Taylor’s home when he 
thinks no one is there; he throws rocks and harasses 
Helen Robinson, Tom’s widow, from a distance; 
and assaults Atticus’s children as they walk alone 
on a deserted street at night. 


Point of View 

The most outstanding aspect of To Kill a 
Mockingbira’s construction lies in its distinctive 
narrative point of view. Scout Finch, who narrates 
in the first person (“T”), is nearly six years old when 
the novel opens. The story, however, is recalled by 
the adult Scout; this allows her first-person narra- 
tive to contain adult language and adult insights yet 
still maintain the innocent outlook of a child. The 
adult perspective also adds a measure of hindsight 
to the tale, allowing for a deeper examination of 
events. The narrative proceeds in a straightforward 
and linear fashion, only jumping in time when re- 
lating past events as background to some present 
occurrence. Scout’s account is broken into two 
parts: the two years before the trial, and the sum- 
mer of the trial and the autumn that follows. Some 
critics have proposed that Part II itself should have 
been broken into two parts, the trial and the Hal- 
loween pageant; William T. Going suggests that 
this arrangement would keep the latter section from 
“seeming altogether an anticlimax to the trial of 
Tom.” 


Setting 

The setting of To Kill a Mockingbird is an- 
other big factor in the story, for the action never 
leaves the town of Maycomb, Alabama. Maycomb 
is described variously as “an old town,” “an an- 
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cient town,” and “a tired old town,” suggesting a 
conservative place that is steeped in tradition and 
convention. Scout’s description of the local court- 
house reinforces this impression. The building 
combines large Greek-style pillars—the only rem- 
nants from the original building that burned years 
ago—with the early Victorian design of its re- 
placement. The result is an architectural oddity that 
indicates “a people determined to preserve every 
physical scrap of the past.” The time of the novel 
is also significant, for the years 1933 to 1935 were 
in the midst of the Great Depression. These eco- 
nomic hard times affected the entire town, for if 
farmers and other laborers made barely enough 
money to survive, they had no extra money with 
which they could pay professionals like doctors 
and lawyers. When Atticus renders a legal service 
for Walter Cunningham Sr., a farmer whose prop- 
erty rights are in question because of an entail- 
ment, he is repaid with goods such as firewood and 
nuts instead of cash. This history between the two 
men influences events during the novel; when a 
lynch mob appears at the local jail, Scout recog- 
nizes Cunningham as her father’s former client. 
The conversation she strikes up with him recalls 
him to his senses, and he sheepishly leads the mob 
away. 


Symbolism 


As the title of the novel implies, the mock- 
ingbird serves as an important symbol throughout 
the narrative. When the children receive guns for 
Christmas, Atticus tells them it’s all right to shoot 
at blue jays, but “it’s a sin to kill a mockingbird.” 
As Miss Maudie Atkinson explains, it would be 
thoughtlessly cruel to kill innocent creatures that 
“don’t do one thing but make music for us to en- 
joy.” The mockingbirds are silent as Atticus takes 
to the street to shoot the rabid dog, and Scout de- 
scribes a similar silence in the courtroom just prior 
to the jury pronouncing Tom Robinson guilty. The 
innocent but suffering mockingbird is recalled in 
an editorial B. B. Underwood writes about Robin- 
son’s death, and again when Scout tells her father 
that revealing Boo Radley’s role in Bob Ewell’s 
death would be “like shootin’ a mockingbird.” An- 
other powerful symbol is contained in the snow- 
man Scout and Jem build after Maycomb’s rare 
snowfall. Because there is very little snow, Jem 
makes the base of the figure from mud; they then 
change their “morphodite” from black to white 
with a coating of snow. When Miss Maudie’s 
house catches fire that night, the snow melts and 
the figure becomes black once again. Its transfor- 
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Sharecropper’s house, Memphis, Tennessee, 1937. 


mation suggests that skin color is a limited dis- 
tinction that reveals little about an individual’s true 
worth. 


Humor 

One element of the novel’s construction that 
shouldn’t be overlooked is Lee’s use of humor. The 
serious issues the novel grapples with are lightened 
by episodes that use irony and slapstick humor, 
among other techniques. Just prior to Bob Ewell’s 
attack on the children, for instance, is a scene where 
Scout misses her cue during the Halloween 
pageant, only to make her entrance as a ham dur- 
ing Mrs. Merriweather’s sober grand finale. Scout’s 
matter-of-fact, childish recollections also provide 
entertainment; she recalls that when Dill ignored 
her, his “fiancee,” in favor of Jem, “I beat him up 
twice but it did no good.” Other characters are full 
of wit as well, Miss Maudie Atkinson in particu- 
lar. When exasperated by Stephanie Crawford’s 
tales of Boo Radley peeking in her windows at 
night, she replies, “What did you do, Stephanie, 
move over in the bed and make room for him?” In- 
cluding such humorous portrayals of human faults 
enlivens a serious plot, adds depth to the charac- 
terizations, and creates a sense of familiarity and 
universality, all factors that have contributed to the 
success and popularity of the work. 
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Historical Context 


Civil Rights in the 1950s 

Despite the end of slavery almost a century be- 
fore To Kill a Mockingbird was published in 1960 
(President Abraham Lincoln issued the Emancipa- 
tion Proclamation in 1863), African Americans 
were still denied many of their basic rights. Al- 
though Lee sets her novel in the South of the 1930s, 
conditions were little improved by the early 1960s 
in America. The Civil Rights movement was just 
taking shape in the 1950s, and its principles were 
beginning to find a voice in American courtrooms 
and the law. The famous 1954 U.S. Supreme Court 
trial of Brown v. the Board of Education of Topeka, 
Kansas declared the long-held practice of segrega- 
tion in public schools unconstitutional and quickly 
led to desegregation of other public institutions. 
However, there was still considerable resistance to 
these changes, and many states, especially those in 
the South, took years before they fully integrated 
their schools. 

Other ways blacks were demeaned by society 
included the segregation of public rest rooms and 
drinking fountains, as well as the practice of forc- 
ing blacks to ride in the back of buses. This injus- 
tice was challenged by a mild-mannered depart- 
ment store seamstress named Rosa Parks. After she 
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Compare 
& 
Contrast 


* 1930s: During the Great Depression, unem- 
ployment rose as high as 25%; the New Deal 
program of government-sponsored relief leads 
to a deficit in the federal budget. 


1960: After a decade of record-high American 
production and exports, unemployment dips to 
less than 5 percent, while the federal govern- 
ment runs a small surplus. 


Today: Unemployment runs between 5 and 6 
percent, while the federal government works to 
reduce a multi-billion dollar deficit amidst an in- 
creasingly competitive global economy. 


* 1930s: Schools are racially segregated; empha- 
sis in the classroom was on rote learning of the 
basics. 


1960: Although backed up by force at times, 
school integration laws were being enforced; the 
1959 launch of the Soviet satellite Sputnik leads 
to math and science gaining increased impor- 
tance. 


Today: School populations are as racially di- 
verse as their communities; classes include a 
focus on combining subjects and problem-solv- 
ing skills. 


e 1930s: Only property owners who were white 
and male could serve on juries. 


1960: Women and minorities could now serve 
on juries; while the Supreme Court ruled that 
eliminating jurors from duty on the basis of race 
is unconstitutional, many trials still exclude 
blacks and Hispanics. 


Today: All registered voters are eligible to serve 
on juries, although in many cases prosecution 
and defense teams aim to create a jury with a 
racial balance favorable to their side. 


e 1930s: A big trial serves as a entertainment 
event for the whole town and a child who has 
been to the movies is unusual. 


1960: Television was becoming the dominant 
form of popular entertainment, while families 
might see films together at drive-in movie the- 
aters. 


Today: Although television and film are still 
large presences, computers and computer games 
swiftly gain a share in the entertainment market. 
Trials still provide public entertainment and are 
featured on their own cable channel. 


was arrested for failing to yield her seat to a white 
passenger, civil rights leaders began a successful 
boycott of the bus system in Montgomery, Al- 
abama, on December 5, 1955. The principal leader 
of the boycott was the Reverend Martin Luther 
King, Jr. Along with other black pastors, such as 
Charles K. Steele and Fred Shuttlesworth, King or- 
ganized the Southern Christian Leadership Confer- 
ence in January, 1957, one of the leading organi- 
zations that helped end legal segregation by the 
mid-1960s. The same year that Lee won a contract 
for the unfinished manuscript of To Kill a Mock- 
ingbird, Congress passed the Civil Rights Act of 
1957, which provided penalties for the violation of 
voting rights and created the Civil Rights Com- 
mission. African Americans would not see protec- 


tion and enforcement of ail of their rights, however, 
until well into the next decade, when the Civil 
Rights Act of 1964, the Voting Rights Act of 1965, 
and the Civil Rights Bill of 1968 were passed. 
These laws banned racial discrimination from pub- 
lic places, workplaces, polling places, and housing. 

The justice system was similarly discrimina- 
tory in the 1950s, as blacks were excluded from ju- 
ries and could be arrested, tried, and even convicted 
with little cause. One notable case occurred in 
1955, when two white men were charged with the 
murder of Emmett Till, a fourteen-year-old African 
American youth who had allegedly harassed a 
white woman. Like the jury in Tom Robinson’s 
trial, the jury for the Till case was all white and all 
male; the trial was also held in a segregated court- 


Novels Students 


for 


room. Although the defense’s case rested on the 
unlikely claims that the corpse could not be specif- 
ically identified as Till and that the defendants had 
been framed, the jury took only one hour to acquit 
the men of all charges. The men later admitted their 
crimes to a journalist in great detail, but were never 
punished for the murder. 


The Great Depression and Race 
Relations 

The events surrounding race relations in the 
1950s and 1960s have a strong correspondence with 
those in To Kill a Mockingbird, which is set nearly 
thirty years earlier. The South, which was still 
steeped in its agricultural traditions, was hit hard by 
the Great Depression. Small farmers like Lee’s Wal- 
ter Cunningham Sr. often could not earn enough 
cash from their crops to cover their mortgages, let 
alone living expenses. Lee’s novel captures the ro- 
manticism many white people associated with the 
Southern way of life, which many felt was being 
threatened by industrialization. Part of this tradition, 
however, protected such practices as sharecropping, 
in which tenant farmers would find themselves vir- 
tually enslaved to landowners who provided them 
with acreage, food, and farming supplies. The des- 
peration sharecroppers felt was brilliantly depicted 
in Erskine Caldwell’s 1932 novel, Tobacco Road. 
The racism of the South—many blacks were share- 
croppers—is also portrayed in Richard Wright's 
novel Uncle Tom’s Children (1938). 


There was little opportunity for African Amer- 
icans to advance themselves in the South. Schools 
were segregated between whites and blacks, who 
were not allowed to attend white high schools. 
Blacks were therefore effectively denied an educa- 
tion, since, in the early 1930s, there was not a sin- 
gle high school built for black students in the South. 
The result was that nearly half of all blacks in the 
South did not have an education past the fifth grade; 
in To Kill a Mockingbird, Calpurnia tells the chil- 
dren she is only one of four members of her church 
who can read. Ironically, the Depression helped to 
change that when northern school boards began in- 
tegrating schools to save the costs of running sep- 
arate facilities. President Franklin Delano Roo- 
sevelt’s New Deal also led to the creation of the 
National Youth Administration (founded in 1935) 
and its Division of Negro Affairs, which helped 
teach black students to read and write. The De- 
pression was particularly painful to blacks, who, in 
the 1920s, were already grossly underemployed. 
With worsening economic times, however, they 
found that even the menial jobs they once had— 
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like picking cotton—had been taken by whites. The 
New Deal helped here, too, with the creation of the 
Federal Housing Administration, the Works 
Progress Administration, and other agencies that 
assisted poor blacks in obtaining jobs and housing. 


Yet the oppressive society in the South often 
prevented blacks from taking advantage of this 
government assistance. Racist groups like the Ku 
Klux Klan and the Black Shirts terrorized blacks 
out of their jobs. The vigilante practice of lynch- 
ing was still common in the South in the early 
1930s. Only North Carolina, South Carolina, Ken- 
tucky, and Alabama had laws specifically outlaw- 
ing lynching as an illegal activity. (Surprisingly, 
only two northern states had similar laws.) By 
1935, however, public outrage had reached a point 
where lynchings were no longer generally toler- 
ated, even by whites. In Lee’s novel, for instance, 
the local sheriff tries to warn Atticus Finch of a 
possible lynch mob while a concerned citizen, 
B. B. Underwood, is prepared to turn them away 
from the jail with his shotgun. 


Critical Overview 





Although To Kill a Mockingbird was a te- 
sounding popular success when it first appeared in 
1960, initial critical response to Lee’s novel was 
mixed. Some reviewers faulted the novel’s climax 
as melodramatic, while others found the narrative 
point of view unbelievable. For instance, Atlantic 
Monthly contributor Phoebe Adams found Scout’s 
narration “frankly and completely impossible, be- 
ing told in the first person by a six-year-old girl 
with the prose style of a well-educated adult.” 
Granville Hicks likewise observed in Saturday Re- 
view that “Miss Lee’s problem has been to tell the 
story she wants to tell and yet stay within the con- 
sciousness of a child, and she hasn’t consistently 
solved it.” In contrast, Nick Aaron Ford asserted in 
PHYLON that Scout’s narration “gives the most 
vivid, realistic, and delightful experiences of 
child’s world ever presented by an American nov- 
elist, with the possible exception of Mark Twain’s 
Tom Sawyer and Huckleberry Finn.” 


Other early reviews of the novel focused on 
Lee’s treatment of racial themes. Several observers 
remarked that while the plot of To Kill a Mocking- 
bird was not particularly original, it was well exe- 
cuted; New Statesman contributor Keith Water- 
house, for instance, noted that Lee “gives freshness 
to a stock situation.” In contrast, Harding LeMay as- 
serted in the New York Herald Tribune Book Review 
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that the author’s “valiant attempt” to combine 
Scout’s amusing recollections of her eccentric 
neighborhood with the serious events surrounding 
Tom Robinson’s trial “fails to produce a novel of 
stature, or even of original insight,” although “it does 
provide an exercise in easy, graceful writing.” 
Richard Sullivan, on the other hand, claimed in the 
Chicago Sunday Tribune that To Kill a Mockingbird 
“is a novel of strong contemporary national signifi- 
cance. And it deserves serious consideration. But 
first of all it is a story so admirably done that it must 
be called both honorable and engrossing.” The 
Pulitzer Prize committee agreed with this last opin- 
ion, awarding the novel its 1961 prize for fiction. 


Later appraisals of the novel have also sup- 
ported these favorable assessments, emphasizing 
the technical excellence of Lee’s narration and 
characterizations. In a 1975 article, William T. Go- 
ing called Scout’s point of view “the structural 
forte” of the novel, adding that it was “misunder- 
stood or misinterpreted” by most early critics. 
“Maycomb and the South, then,” the critic ex- 
plained, “are all seen through the eyes of Jean 
Louise, who speaks from the mature and witty van- 
tage of an older woman recalling her father as well 
as her brother and their childhood days.” Critic 
Fred Erisman interpreted the novel as presenting a 
vision for a “New South” that can retain its regional 
outlook and yet treat all its citizens fairly. He 
praised Atticus Finch as a Southern representation 
of the ideal man envisioned by nineteenth-century 
American philosopher Ralph Waldo Emerson: “the 
individual who vibrates to his own iron string, the 
one man in the town that the community trusts ‘to 
do right,’ even as they deplore his peculiarities.” 
R. A. Dave similarly found the novel a success in 
its exploration of Southern history and justice. He 
claimed that in To Kill a Mockingbird “there is a 
complete cohesion of art and morality. And therein 
lies the novelist’s success. She is a remarkable sto- 
ryteller. The reader just glides through the novel 
abounding in humor and pathos, hopes and fears, 
love and hatred, humanity and brutality—all af- 
fording him a memorable human experience of 
journeying through sunshine and rain at once.... 
The tale of heroic struggle lingers in our memory 
as an unforgettable experience.” 


Darren Felty 


Felty is a visiting instructor at the College of 
Charleston. In the following essay, he explores how 


the narrative structure of To Kill a Mockingbird 
supports a reading of the novel as a protest against 
prejudice and racism. 


Most critics characterize Harper Lee’s To Kill 
a Mockingbird as a novel of initiation and an in- 
dictment of racism. The novel’s point of view, in 
particular, lends credence to these readings. As an 
older woman, Jean Louise “Scout” Finch, the nar- 
rator, reflects on three crucial summers in her child- 
hood. During this time, she, her brother Jem, and 
their friend Dill encounter two figures who change 
their views of themselves and their community. The 
first of these people, Boo Radley, the Finches’ 
reclusive neighbor, develops from a “malevolent 
phantom” who dominates the children’s imagina- 
tions to a misunderstood man who saves Scout’s 
and Jem’s lives. Tom Robinson, the second and 
more tragic figure, loses his life because of racial 
prejudice, teaching the children about the more ma- 
licious characteristics of their society and fellow 
citizens. Guided by the ethical example of their fa- 
ther, Atticus, the children attempt to understand the 
lives of these two men. Gradually, through their ex- 
posure to Boo Radley’s life and Tom Robinson’s 
death, they learn about the grave ramifications of 
the social and racial prejudice that permeate their 
environment. Their honest and often confused re- 
actions reflect their development as people and also 
help the reader to gauge the moral consequences of 
the novel’s events. 


Boo Radley is a compelling enigma and source 
of adventure for the children, but he also represents 
Scout’s most personal lesson in judging others 
based upon surface appearance. In their attempts to 
see and communicate with Boo, the children enact 
in miniature their overall objective in the novel: to 
try to comprehend a world that defies easy, rational 
explanation. At first, Boo represents the mysterious, 
the unfathomable, which to the children is neces- 
sarily malevolent. They cannot understand why he 
would remain shut away, so he must be terrifying 
and evil. They ascribe nightmarish qualities to him 
that both scare them and stimulate their imagina- 
tions. In Jem’s “reasonable” description of him, Boo 
is “six-and-a-half feet tall,” dines on raw squirrels 
and cats, bears a “long jagged scar” on his face, has 
“yellow and rotten” teeth and “popped” eyes, and 
drools. He is, in essence, a monster who has lost all 
traces of his former humanity. And by never ap- 
pearing to them, Boo always plays the part the chil- 
dren assign him: the silent, lurking antagonist. 


Yet even their imaginations cannot keep the 
children from recognizing incongruities between 
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their conceptions of Boo and evidence about his 
real character. The items they discover in the tree 
knothole, for instance, tell them a different story 
about Boo than the ones they hear around town. 
The gifts of the gum, Indian head pennies, spelling 
contest medal, soap-carving dolls, and broken 
watch and knife all reveal Boo’s hesitant, awkward 
attempts to communicate with them, to tell them 
about himself. The reader recognizes Boo’s com- 
mitment to the children in these items, as do Jem 
and Scout after a time. The children, we see, are as 
fascinating to him as he to them, only for opposite 
reasons. They cannot see him and must construct a 
fantasy in order to bring him into their world; he 
watches them constantly and offers them small 
pieces of himself so he can become a part of their 
lives. The fact that Nathan Radley, Boo’s brother, 
ends this communication by filling the hole with 
cement underscores the hopeless imprisonment that 
Boo endures, engendering sympathy both in the 
reader and the children. 

After Boo saves the children’s lives, Scout can 
direct her sympathy toward a real person, not a 
spectral presence. Because of this last encounter 
with Boo, she learns firsthand about sacrifice and 
mercy, as well as the more general lesson that At- 
ticus has been trying to teach her: “You never un- 
derstand a person until you consider things from 
his point of view ... until you climb into his skin 
and walk around in it.” Boo left the safe environ- 
ment of his home to risk his life for hers, and she 
knows that his essential goodness and vulnerabil- 
ity need protecting. Hence, he is a like a mocking- 
bird, and to assail him with public notice would be 
comparable to destroying a defenseless songbird 
who gives only pleasure to others. As she stands 
on his porch, she reflects on her former behavior 
and feels shame: “Boo was our neighbor. He gave 
us two soap dolls, a broken watch and chain, a pair 
of good-luck pennies, and our lives. But neighbors 
give in return. We never put back into the tree what 
we took out of it; we had given him nothing, and 
it made me sad.” Scout feels remorse over the chil- 
dren’s isolation of Boo because of their fear and 
the prejudices they had accepted at face value. As 
a result of her experiences with Boo, she can never 
be comfortable with such behavior again. 


While Scout’s encounter with Boo Radley 
makes Atticus’s lessons about tolerance tangible 
and personal, Tom Robinson’s trial teaches her 
about intolerance on a social level. But Lee does 
not treat this trial solely as a means to develop 
Scout’s character. Instead, the Tom Robinson story 
becomes the vehicle for Lee’s overt social criticism 
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What 
Do I Read 
Next? 


e In A Gathering of Old Men, Emest Gaines’s 
1983 novel, a white Cajun work boss is found 
shot in a black man’s yard. Nineteen elderly 
black men and a young white woman all claim 
responsibility for the murder in order to thwart 
the expected lynch mob. 





¢ Nobel Prize-winner Toni Morrison’s Song of 
Solomon (1977) is the story of Milkman Dead’s 
quest for identity and how he discovers his own 
courage, endurance, and capacity for love and 
joy when he discovers his connection with his 
ancestors. 


¢ Mark Twain’s 1884 popular and sometimes con- 
troversial classic The Adventures of Huckleberry 
Finn follows the satirical adventures and moral 
development of Huck Finn, a young white boy, 
as he accompanies Jim, an escaped slave, down 
the Mississippi River in a quest for freedom. 


¢ Uncle Tom’s Children, a 1938 collection of sto- 
ries by Richard Wright, relates how African 
Americans struggle for survival in a racist world 
and explores themes of fear, violence, flight, 
courage, and freedom. 


¢ Taylor Branch’s social history Parting the Wa- 
ters: American in the King Years, 1954—63, 
which won the 1988 National Book Critics Cir- 
cle Award for nonfiction, looks at the state of 
the American civil rights movement between 
World War II and the 1960s. While focusing on 
the life of Martin Luther King, Jr., the work also 
includes profiles of other important leaders and 
traces key historical events. 


in the novel. We see the town of Maycomb in its 
worst light, willing to execute an innocent man for 
a crime he did not commit rather than question their 
belief in black inferiority and their social taboos 
about interracial relationships. Lee wants to make 
explicit the consequences of racism and to guide 
the reader’s judgment of this episode in the novel. 
She accomplishes these goals, in part, by employ- 
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ing Tom Robinson’s trial to allude to the famous 
“Scottsboro Boys” trials of the 1930s. These trials 
featured nine black defendants accused of rape by 
two white women. Despite a lack of evidence and 
the questionable credibility of the witnesses, the 
men were sentenced to death by an all-white jury. 
Unlike Tom Robinson, however, all of these men 
escaped death after a long series of new trials, in 
some of which the defendants were still convicted 
in spite of the evidence. These trials, like Tom 
Robinson’s, revealed the deep-seated racial divi- 
sions of the South and the tenacious efforts to main- 
tain these divisions. With the “Scottsboro Boys” 
trials as historical echoes, Lee points to funda- 
mental American ideals of equality and equal pro- 
tection under the law (as expressed by and por- 
trayed in Atticus) to criticize the people’s failure 
to meet those ideals. Through Lee’s treatment, the 
white citizens of Maycomb become hypocrites, 
blind to the contradictions in their own beliefs. 
Hence, these people are judged, however benignly, 
by their own standards, standards which the reader 
shares. 


Many of the lessons Tom Robinson’s story 
dramatizes escape Scout’s comprehension, but the 
reader still recognizes them, as does the older Jean 
Louise. The town of Maycomb is a sustaining force 
in Scout’s life, and she views it uncritically as a 
child and even shares its prejudices. During the 
trial, for instance, she answers Dill’s distress over 
the prosecuting attorney’s sneering treatment of 
Robinson with “Well, Dill, after all he’s just a Ne- 
gro.” She does not experience Dill’s visceral re- 
pulsion at the trial’s racist manipulations, but in- 
stead accepts the premise that blacks are treated as 
inferiors, even to the point of their utter humilia- 
tion. But this attitude stems mostly from her im- 
maturity and inability to comprehend the ramifica- 
tions of racism. Ultimately, Tom Robinson’s trial 
and death initiate Scout’s early questioning of racist 
precepts and behavior. She sees the effects of 
racism on her teachers and neighbors, and even 
feels the sting of it herself. Because of Atticus’s in- 
volvement with Tom Robinson, for the first time 
the children must face the social rejection caused 
by racial bias. They become victims of exclusion 
and insult, which they would never have expected. 


Lee poses a limitation on her social critique in 
the novel, however, by directing it almost com- 
pletely through the Finch family rather than 
through Tom Robinson and his family. This focus 
makes sense given the point of view of the novel, 
but it still keeps the Robinson family at a distance 
from the reader. Calpurnia acts as a partial bridge 


to the black community, as does the children’s sit- 
ting with the black townspeople at the trial, but we 
still must discern the tragedy of Robinson’s unjust 
conviction and murder predominantly through the 
reactions of white, not black, characters, a fact 
many might consider a flaw in the novel. Like the 
children, the reader must rely on Atticus’s re- 
sponses and moral rectitude to steer through the 
moral complications of Robinson’s story. His is a 
tolerant approach, warning the reader against over- 
harsh judgment. He teaches the children that their 
white neighbors, no matter their attitudes, are still 
their friends and that Maycomb is their home. Yet 
he also asserts that the family must maintain its re- 
solve because “The one thing that doesn’t abide by 
majority rule is a person’s conscience.” We see the 
results of Atticus’s words and behavior in the older 
Jean Louise, who becomes a compassionate yet not 
uncritical member of her community, both local 
and national. Finally, through the Finch family’s 
resolve and sympathy, Lee lyrically communicates 
the need to cherish and protect those who, like 
mockingbirds, do no harm but are especially vul- 
nerable to the violent injustices of our society. 


Source: Darren Felty, in an essay for Novels for Students, 
Gale, 1997. 


Claudia Durst Johnson 


In the following excerpt, Johnson explores the 
role of stories, art, and other forms of communi- 
cation in Lee’s novel. 


The subject of To Kill a Mockingbird is also 
song, that is, expression: reading and literacy; both 
overt and covert attempts at articulation; and com- 
municative art forms, including the novel itself. 
The particulars of setting in the novel are children’s 
books, grade school texts, many different local 
newspapers and national news magazines, law 
books, a hymnal, and the reading aloud of Sir Wal- 
ter Scott’s Ivanhoe. Much of the novel’s action is 
actually reading, for as the locals and the children 
believe, that is Atticus Finch’s only activity. These 
expressions are not only attempts to have the self 
broadcast and realized; more significantly, they are 
attempts to establish connections beyond or 
through boundaries. 


Contrary to the notion that language and art 
are cold (for example, the Dracula theme frequently 
expresses the cold tendency of artists to sacrifice 
everything, even their own humanity, for their art), 
in TKM, language and art are usually borne of love 
and linked to expressions of charity and affection. 
The Gothic degeneracy of TKM derives from love’s 
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Opposite—imprisonment and insularity, producing, 
in the extreme, incest and insanity, a gazing in or 
a gazing back. Its opposite is the social self, which 
is civilized in its high and positive sense, and 
reaches out in the love that overcomes ego in lan- 
guage and art. 


Language and other modes of communication 
are usually not only civilizing in a very positive 
way, but are avenues of benevolence, and even char- 
ity and love. In the novel, we remember Scout read- 
ing in Atticus’s lap, Atticus reading as he keeps vigil 
beside Jem’s bed, Atticus armed only with a book 
as he plans to protect Tom Robinson from a lynch 
mob. The society that imprisons Tom Robinson is 
the same one that imprisons Scout in the “Dewey 
Decimal System,” Jem’s garbled version of the ped- 
agogical theories of the University of Chicago’s fa- 
ther of progressive education, John Dewey, which 
are being faddishly inflicted on the children of May- 
comb. The practical result of Dewey’s system on 
Scout is to diminish or hinder her reading and writ- 
ing, and along with it, her individuality. Each child 
is herded into a general category that determines 
whether he or she is “ready” to read or print or write 
(“We don’t write in the first grade, we print”). The 
life of the mind and reading in particular is replaced 
in this progressive educational world with Group 
Dynamics, Good Citizenship, Units, Projects, and 
all manner of clichés. As Scout says, “I could not 
help receiving the impression that I was being 
cheated out of something. Out of what I knew not, 
yet I did not believe that twelve years of unrelieved 
boredom was exactly what the state had in mind for 


” 


me. 


As it is in a black man’s account of slavery 
(Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass), read- 
ing and writing are major themes in TKM. Read- 
ing is first introduced with Dill’s announcement 
that he can read, and Jem’s counterboast that his 
sister, Scout, has been reading for years: 


“T’m Charles Baker Harris,” he said. “I can read.” 
“So what?” I said. 


“T just thought you’d like to know I can read. You 
got anything needs readin’ I can do it....” 


The theme continues with Scout’s difficulty 
with her first grade teacher, who resents that Scout 
is already able to read when she enters school. The 
heartfelt importance of reading to the child is con- 
sidered as she contemplates its being denied to her. 
One notes in the following passage that reading is 
inextricably connected with her father and with the 
civilizing, everyday business of this world, that it 
is somehow as natural as breathing, and that she 
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has learned that it is a crime in the view of her 
teacher, possibly because reading and writing (the 
latter taught to her by Calpurnia) are means of em- 
powerment that place her beyond the control of her 
teacher: 


I mumbled that I was sorry and retired meditating 
upon my crime. I never deliberately learned to read, 
but somehow I had been wallowing illicitly in the 
daily papers. In the long hours of church—was it then 
I learned? I could not remember not being able to read 
hymns. Now that I was compelied to think about it, 
reading was something that just came to me, as learn- 
ing to fasten the seat of my union suit without look- 
ing around, or achieving two bows from a snarl of 
shoelaces. I could not remember when the lines above 
Atticus’s moving finger separated into words, but I 
had stared at them all the evenings in my memory, 
listening to the news of the day, Bills To Be Enacted 
into Laws, the diaries of Lorenzo Dow—anything At- 
ticus happened to be reading when I crawled into his 
lap every night. Until I feared I would lose it, I never 
loved to read. One does not love breathing. 


Atticus’s civilizing power comes from his 
reading, a power he has taken on in place of the 
power of the gun. It is his sole pastime. The nar- 
rator reports, “He did not do the things our school- 
mates’ fathers did: he never went hunting, he did 
not play poker or fish or drink or smoke. He sat in 
the living room and read.” Atticus is reading under 
the light outside the jail, with only a book and with- 
out a gun for protection, when the mob from Old 
Sarum arrives to harm his client, Tom Robinson. 
The novel closes with Atticus reading a book in 
Jem’s room as he watches over his son. Members 
of The Idler’s Club, the old men whose chief ac- 
tivity is attending court sessions together, know 
him as a lawyer whose skill arises from his being 
“ʻa deep reader, a mighty deep reader.’” They dis- 
parage his reluctance to depart from the civilizing 
force of the law by saying, “‘He reads all right, 
that’s all he does.’” The love of reading is also true 
of Jem, for “no tutorial system devised by man 
could have stopped him from getting at books.” 


The theme of reading and writing as emblems 
for civilization are shown further in Jem’s and 
Scout’s discussion of what determines a “good” or 
“quality” or “old” family, and Scout’s recognition 
of the importance of literacy: “‘I think its how long 
your family’s been readin’ and writin’. Scout, I’ve 
studied this real hard and that’s the only reason I 
can think of. Somewhere along when the Finches 
were in Egypt one of ’em must have learned a hi- 
eroglyphic or two and he taught his boy.’” To this 
Scout replies: “ “Well, I’m glad he could, or who’da 
taught Atticus and them, and if Atticus couldn’t 
read, you and me’d be in a fix.” 
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By contrast, the more powerless Old Sarum 
residents and black citizens of Maycomb County 
are rarely literate; they are generally able only to 
sign their names. Calpurnia is one of the few black 
people in the area who can read. She shocks the 
children with the information that only four mem- 
bers of her church can read, and one, whom she 
has taught to read, “lines” the hymns from the 
hymnbook for all the others to follow. And finally, 
in contemplating the meaning of “Old Families,” 
Scout realizes that literacy has little to do with in- 
telligence. What she doesn’t realize is that it has 
a great deal to do with power of an intellectual 
sort. 


While reading threads the narrative as surely 
as the subject of the law does, its meaning is less 
consistent and more elusive. Despite Scout’s reser- 
vation about Jem’s speculation that reading is con- 
nected to “Old Families,” it is apparent that, in that 
it is connected to Atticus, reading denotes a pin- 
nacle of civilized progress. The most civilized, the 
most humane, the wisest character is the one who 
reads obsessively. 


The continuing powerlessness of the black and 
poor white people of Maycomb County is inciden- 
tal to their inability to read, and their children, in 
contrast to Scout, are taken out of school, and thus 
denied their only access to power. A related idea 
is the control that Mrs. Dubose has over narcotics 
through forcing Jem to read to her. On the other 
hand, Zeebo, who leads the singing in the black 
church, is an example of one who imbues his read- 
ing with spirit and offers it as a gift to his people. 
Like Calpurnia, he has learned to read from Black- 
stone’s Commentaries, but he uses the language he 
has been given from the cold letter of the law and 
imbues it with the warmth and life of the spirit, as 
he alone is able to lead his church congregation in 
singing hymns like “On Jordan’s Stormy Banks.” 
For the three children, reading, as we have seen, is 
a way of sharpening the imagination and gaining 
knowledge of the Other. 


The children obsessively make attempts to 
communicate verbally with Arthur Radley, first by 
leaving a message for him in the tree, and then, in 
a blundering fashion, by sticking a note to his win- 
dow. 


Like other dispossessed people in the novel, 
Boo is doomed to communicate without language, 
though we suspect him to be literate, for he gives 
the children a spelling bee medal and is rumored 
to have stabbed his father in the leg while clipping 
articles from the newspaper. This begs the question 


of whether his assault on his father is provoked 
while he is reading the newspaper because it re- 
minds him of his forced prohibition from estab- 
lishing an intercourse with the world. So Boo at- 
tempts to reach out to the world through other 
means, and he is thwarted again. A real tragedy of 
Jem’s boyhood, and most likely of Boo’s life, is 
the severing of their channel of communication, the 
hole in the oak tree, which Boo’s older brother ce- 
ments up. The presents that he leaves in the tree 
appear to be Boo’s last attempt to reach outside his 
prison. And each present, which is a means of com- 
munication, has significance. The chewing gum 
seems to be a way of proving that he isn’t poiso- 
nous. The penny, an ancient medium of exchange, 
is something from the past. The spelling medal is 
also connected with literacy and communication. 
The carvings are works of art, communication, and 
love. The aborted mail profoundly affects Jem, who 
has played the part of Boo in the childhood dramas 
with conviction. Right after Jem’s discovery of the 
cemented hole in the tree, Scout observes that 
“when we went in the house I saw he had been cry- 
ing.” For in shutting off Boo’s avenue of expres- 
sion, Mr. Radley, his brother, has thwarted Jem’s 
as well, and has, more importantly, committed what 
would be a mortal sin in this novel—he has at- 
tempted to silence love. 


Art forms other than literary ones occur in the 
novel, sometimes inadvertently communicating 
messages that the children don’t intend. There is 
the Radley drama, performed for their own edifi- 
cation, which the neighbors and Atticus finally see. 
And there is the snow sculpture of Mr. Avery, 
which the neighbors also recognize. Perhaps be- 
cause these are self-serving art works, created with- 
out a sense of audience, as if art’s communicative 
essence could be ignored, the effects of the play 
and the snow sculpture are not entirely charitable. 
On the other hand, Boo’s art—the soap sculp- 
tures—are lovingly executed as a means of ex- 
tending himself to the children. 


Then there is the story the narrator tells, which, 
again, unites art with love, somehow making up for 
the novel’s missed and indecipherable messages, 
like those so frequently found in the Gothic. The 
novel is a love story about, a love song to, Jem and 
Atticus, and to Dill, the unloved child, and Boo 
Radley, whose love was silenced. 


The reader of the Gothic, according to William 
Patrick Day [in In the Circles of Fear and Desire] 
is “essentially voyeuristic.” He further states, “Just 
as when we daydream and construct idle fantasies 
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for ourselves, the encounter with the Gothic [as 
readers] is a moment in which the self defines its 
internal existence through the act of observing its 
fantasies.” Not only are characters in the Gothic en- 
thralled, but the reader of the Gothic is as well. In 
the case of TKM, readers learn of the enthrallments 
of Jem, Dill, and Scout. But the reader of their story 
is also enthralled, not by the horror of racial mix- 
ing or the Dracularian Boo, but by the reminders 
of a lost innocence, of a time past, as unreal, in its 
way, as Transylvania. We, as readers, encounter the 
ghosts of ourselves, the children we once were, the 
simplicity of our lives in an earlier world. While 
the children’s voyeurism is Gothic, our own as 
readers is romantic. In either case, the encounter is 
with the unreal. The children’s encounter is in that 
underworld beneath reality, and ours is in a tran- 
scendent world above reality, which nostalgia and 
memory have altered. It is a world where children 
play in tree houses and swings and sip lemonade 
on hot summer days, and in the evenings, sit in their 
fathers’ laps to read. Reality and illusion about the 
past is blurred. Within the novel’s Gothicism and 
Romanticism, we as readers are enthralled with the 
past, and, like the responses elicited by the Gothic, 
we react with pain and pleasure to an involvement 
with our past world and our past selves. 


Source: Claudia Durst Johnson, “The Mockingbird’s Song,” 
in To Kill a Mockingbird: Threatening Boundaries, Twayne 
Publishers, 1994, pp. 107-14. 


Jill May 

In the following excerpt, May looks at the his- 
tory of censorship attempts on To Kill a Mocking- 
bird, which came in two onslaughts—the first from 
conservatives, the second from liberals. 


The critical career of To Kill a Mockingbird is 
a late-twentieth-century case study of censorship. 
When Harper Lee’s novel about a small southern 
town and its prejudices was published in 1960, the 
book received favorable reviews in professional 
journals and the popular press. Typical of that opin- 
ion, Booklist’s reviewer called the book “melodra- 
matic” and noted “traces of sermonizing,” but the 
book was recommended for library purchase, com- 
mending its “rare blend of wit and compassion.” 
Reviewers did not suggest that the book was young 
adult literature, or that it belonged in adolescent 
collections; perhaps that is why no one mentioned 
the book’s language or violence. In any event, re- 
viewers seemed inclined to agree that To Kill a 
Mockingbird was a worthwhile interpretation of the 
South’s existing social structures during the 1930s. 
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In 1961 the book won the Pulitzer Prize Award, the 
Alabama Library Association Book Award, and the 
Brotherhood Award of the National Conference of 
Christians and Jews. It seemed that Harper Lee’s 
blend of family history, local custom, and re- 
strained sermonizing was important reading, and 
with a young girl between the ages of six and nine 
as the main character, To Kill a Mockingbird 
moved rapidly into junior and senior high school 
libraries and curriculum. The book was not des- 
tined to be studied by college students. Southern 
literature’s critics rarely mentioned it; few univer- 
sity professors found it noteworthy enough to 
“teach” as an exemplary southern novel. 


By the mid-sixties To Kill a Mockingbird had 
a solid place in junior and senior high American 
literature studies. Once discovered by southern par- 
ents, the book’s solid place became shaky indeed. 
Sporadic lawsuits arose. In most cases the com- 
plaint against the book was by conservatives who 
disliked the portrayal of whites. Typically, the 
Hanover County School Board in Virginia first 
ruled the book “immoral,” then withdrew their crit- 
icism and declared that the ruckus “was all a mis- 
take” (Newsletter [on Intellectual Freedom] 1966). 
By 1968 the National Education Association listed 
the book among those which drew the most criti- 
cism from private groups. Ironically it was rated 
directly behind Little Black Sambo (Newsletter 
1968). And then the seventies arrived. 


Things had changed in the South during the 
sixties. Two national leaders who had supported in- 
tegration and had espoused the ideals of racial 
equality were assassinated in southern regions. 
When John F. Kennedy was killed in Texas on No- 
vember 22, 1963, many southerners were shocked. 
Populist attitudes of racism were declining, and in 
the aftermath of the tragedy southern politics be- 
gan to change. Lyndon Johnson gained the presi- 
dency; blacks began to seek and win political of- 
fices. Black leader Martin Luther King had stressed 
the importance of racial equality, always using Ma- 
hatma Gandhi’s strategy of nonviolent action and 
civil disobedience. A brilliant orator, King grew up 
in the South; the leader of the [Southern Christian 
Leadership Conference], he lived in Atlanta, Geor- 
gia. In 1968, while working on a garbage strike in 
Memphis, King was killed. The death of this 1965 
Nobel Peace Prize winner was further embarrass- 
ment for white southerners. Whites began to look 
at public values anew, and gradually southern 
blacks found experiences in the South more toler- 
able. In 1971 one Atlanta businessman observed [in 
Ebony], “The liberation thinking is here. Blacks are 
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more together. With the doors opening wider, this 
area is the mecca....” Southern arguments against 
To Kill a Mockingbird subsided. The Newsletter on 
Intellectual Freedom contained no record of south- 
ern court cases during the seventies or eighties. The 
book had sustained itself during the first period of 
sharp criticism; it had survived regional protests 
from the area it depicted. 


The second onslaught of attack came from new 
groups of censors, and it came during the late sev- 
enties and early eighties. Private sectors in the Mid- 
west and suburban East began to demand the 
book’s removal from school libraries. Groups, such 
as the Eden Valley School Committee in Min- 
nesota, claimed that the book was too laden with 
profanity (Newsletter 1978). In Vernon, New York, 
Reverend Carl Hadley threatened to establish a pri- 
vate Christian school because public school li- 
braries contained such “filthy, trashy sex novels” 
as A Separate Peace and To Kill a Mockingbird 
(Newsletter 1980). And finally, blacks began to 
censor the book. In Warren, Indiana, three black 
parents resigned from the township Human Rela- 
tions Advisory Council when the Warren County 
school administration refused to remove the book 
from Warren junior high school classes. They con- 
tended that the book “does psychological damage 
to the positive integration process and represents 
institutionalized racism” (Newsletter 1982). Thus, 
censorship of To Kill a Mockingbird swung from 
the conservative right to the liberal left. Factions 
representing racists, religious sects, concerned par- 
ents, and minority groups vocally demanded the 
book’s removal from public schools. With this kind 
of offense, what makes To Kill a Mockingbird 
worth defending and keeping? 


When Harper Lee first introduces Scout in To 
Kill a Mockingbird, she is almost six years old. By 
the end of the book Scout is in the third grade. 
Throughout the book events are described by the 
adult Scout who looks back upon life in the con- 
stricted society of a small southern town. Since it 
is the grown-up Scout’s story, the young Scout 
Finch becomes a memory more than a reality. The 
book is not a vivid recollection of youth gone by 
so much as a recounting of days gone by. Yet, Scout 
Finch’s presence as the events’ main observer es- 
tablishes two codes of honor, that of the child and 
of the adult. The code of adult behavior shows the 
frailty of adult sympathy for humanity and em- 
phasizes its subsequent effect upon overt societal 
attitudes. Throughout the book Scout sees adults 
accepting society’s rules rather than confronting 
them. When Scout finds school troublesome, Atti- 


cus tells Scout that they will continue reading to- 
gether at night, then adds, “you’d better not say 
anything at school about our agreement.” He ex- 
plains away the Maycomb Ku Klux Klan, saying, 
“it was a political organization more than anything. 
Besides, they couldn’t find anybody to scare.” And 
when he discusses the case of a black man’s word 
against a white man’s with his brother, Atticus says, 
“The jury couldn’t possibly be expected to take 
Tom Robinson’s word against the Ewells’ ... Why 
reasonable people go stark raving mad when any- 
thing involving a Negro comes up, is something I 
don’t pretend to understand.” The author tells us 
that Atticus knew Scout was listening in on this 
conversation and purposely explained that he had 
been court appointed, adding, “I’d hoped to get 
through life without a case of this kind....” And 
when the jury does see fit to try and condemn Tom 
Robinson, Scout’s older brother Jem and good 
friend Dill see the white southern world for what 
it is: a world of hypocrisy, a world burdened with 
old racist attitudes which have nothing to do with 
humanity. Jem says, “I always thought Maycomb 
folks were the best folks in the world, least that’s 
what they seemed like.” Dill decides he will be a 
new kind of clown. “I’m gonna stand in the mid- 
dle of the ring and laugh at the folks.... Every one 
of ‘em oughta be ridin’ broomsticks.” 


The majority of white adults in Maycomb are 
content to keep blacks, women and children in their 
place. Atticus’s only sister comes to live with the 
family and constantly tells Scout she must learn 
how to act, that she has a place in society: wom- 
anhood with its stifling position of prim behavior 
and wagging tongues is the essence of southern 
decorum. Even Atticus, the liberal minded hero, 
says that perhaps it’s best to keep women off the 
juries of Alabama because, “I doubt if we’d ever 
get a complete case tried—the ladies’d be inter- 
rupting to ask questions.” By the end of the book 
Scout has accepted the rules of southern society. 
The once hated aunt who insisted upon Scout’s 
transformation into a proper young lady becomes 
an idol for her ability to maintain proper deport- 
ment during a crisis. Scout follows suit, reasoning 
“if Aunty could be a lady at a time like this, so 
could I.” 


The courtroom trial is a real example of South- 
em justice and Southern local color storytelling. 
Merrill Skaggs has analyzed the local color folklore 
of southern trials in his book The Folk of Southern 
Fiction. Skaggs comments that there is a formula 
for court hearings, and he suggests that local color 
stories show that justice in the courtroom is, in fact, 
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less fair than justice in the streets. He discusses jus- 
tice in terms of the black defendant, saying, “Im- 
plicit in these stories ... is an admission that Ne- 
groes are not usually granted equal treatment before 
the law, that a Negro is acquitted only when he has 
a white champion.” During the trial in To Kill a 
Mockingbird Tom Robinson says he ran because he 
feared southern justice. He ran, he says, because he 
was “scared I’d hafta face up to what I didn’t do.” 
Dill is one of Lee’s young protagonists. He is an- 
gered by the southern court system. The neglected 
son of an itinerant mother, Dill is a stereotype of 
southern misfits. Lee doesn’t concentrate upon 
Dill’s background; she concentrates upon his hu- 
manity. The courtroom scene is more than local hu- 
mor to him. It is appalling. When he flees the trial, 
Scout follows. She cannot understand why Dill is 
upset, but the notorious rich “drunk” with “mixed 
children” can. He sees Dill and says, “it just makes 
you sick, doesn’t it?” No one, save Jem and his 
youthful converts, expects Atticus to win. The black 
minister who has befriended the children warns, “I 
ain’t ever seen any jury decide in favor of a colored 
man Over a white man.” In the end Atticus says, 
“They’ ve done it before and they did it tonight and 
they’ll do it again and when they do it—seems that 
only children weep.” And Miss Maudie tells the 
children, “as I waited I thought, Atticus Finch won’t 
win, he can’t win, but he’s the only man in these 
parts who can keep a jury out so long in a case like 
that.” Then she adds, “we’re making a step—it’s 
just a baby-step, but it’s a step.” 


In his book, Skaggs points out that obtaining 
justice through the law is not as important as the 
courtroom play in southern trials and that because 
the courtroom drama seldom brings real justice, 
people condone “violence within the community.” 
Atticus realizes that “justice” is often resolved out- 
side of the court, and so he is not surprised when 
the sheriff and the town leaders arrive at his house 
one night. The men warn Atticus that something 
might happen to Tom Robinson if he is left in the 
local jail; the sheriff suggests that he can’t be re- 
sponsible for any violence which might occur. One 
of the men says, “—don’t see why you touched it 
[the case] in the first place.... You’ve got every- 
thing to lose from this, Atticus. I mean everything.” 
Because Atticus wants courtroom justice to resolve 
this conflict, he tries to protect his client. On the 
night before the trial Atticus moves to the front of 
the jail, armed only with his newspaper. While 
there, the local lynching society arrives, ready to 
take justice into its own hands. Scout, Jem, and Dill 
have been watching in their own dark corner, but 
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the crowd bothers Scout and so she bursts from her 
hiding spot. As she runs by, Scout smells “stale 
whiskey and pigpen,” and she realizes that these 
are not the same men who came to the house ear- 
lier. It is Scout’s innocence, her misinterpretation 
of the seriousness of the scene, her ability to rec- 
ognize one of the farmers and to talk with guile- 
less ease to that man about his own son which saves 
Tom Robinson from being lynched. The next morn- 
ing Jem suggests that the men would have killed 
Atticus if Scout hadn’t come along. Atticus who is 
more familiar with adult southern violence, says 
“might have hurt me a little, but son, you’ll un- 
derstand folks a little better when you’re older. A 
mob’s always made up of people, no matter 
what.... Every little mob in every little southern 
town is always made up of people you know— 
doesn’t say much for them does it?” Lynching is a 
part of regional lore in the South. In his study of 
discrimination, Wallace Mendelson pointed out 
that the frequency of lynchings as settlement for 
black/white problems is less potent than the ter- 
rorizing aspect of hearing about them. In this case, 
the terrorizing aspect of mob rule had been viewed 
by the children. Its impact would remain. 


After the trial Bob Ewell is subjected to a new 
kind of Southern justice, a polite justice. Atticus 
explains, “He thought he’d be a hero, but all he got 
for his pain was ... was, okay, we’ll convict this 
Negro but get back to your dump.” Ewell spits on 
Atticus, cuts a hole in the judge’s screen, and ha- 
rasses Tom’s wife. Atticus ignores his insults and 
figures, “He'll settle down when the weather 
changes.” Scout and Jem never doubt that Ewell is 
serious, and they are afraid. Their early childhood 
experiences with the violence and hypocrisy in 
southern white society have taught them not to trust 
Atticus’s reasoning but they resolve to hide their 
fear from the adults around them. When Ewell does 
strike for revenge, he strikes at children. The sher- 
iff understands this kind of violence. It is similar 
to lynching violence. It strikes at a minority who 
cannot strike back, and it creates a terror in law- 
abiding citizens more potent than courtroom jus- 
tice. It shows that southern honor has been consis- 
tently dealt with outside of the courtroom. 


Harper Lee’s book concerns the behavior of 
Southerners in their claim for “honor,” and Boo 
Radley’s presence in the story reinforces that claim. 
When Boo was young and got into trouble, his fa- 
ther claimed the right to protect his family name. 
He took his son home and kept him at the house. 
When Boo attacked him, Mr. Radley again asked 
for family privilege; Boo was returned to his home, 
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this time never to surface on the porch or in the 
yard during the daylight hours. The children are 
fascinated with the Boo Radley legend. They act it 
out, and they work hard to make Boo come out. 
And always, they wonder what keeps him inside. 
After the trial, however, Jem says, “I think I’m be- 
ginning to understand something. I think I’m be- 
ginning to understand why Boo Radley’s stayed 
shut up in the house ... it’s because he wants to 
stay inside.” 

Throughout the book Boo is talked about and 
wondered over, but he does not appear in Scout’s 
existence until the end when he is needed by the 
children. When no one is near to protect them from 
death, Boo comes out of hiding. In an act of vio- 
lence he kills Bob Ewell, and with that act he be- 
comes a part of southern honor. He might have been 
a hero. Had a jury heard the case, his trial would 
have entertained the entire region. The community 
was unsettled from the rape trial, and this avenged 
death in the name of southern justice would have 
set well in Maycomb, Alabama. Boo Radley has 
been outside of southern honor, however, and he is 
a shy man. Lee has the sheriff explain the pitfalls 
of southern justice when he says, “Know what'd 
happen then? All the ladies in Maycomb includin’ 
my wife’d be knocking on his door bringing angel 
food cakes. To my way of thinkin’ ... that’s a sin.... 
If it was any other man it’d be different.” The reader 
discovers that southern justice through the courts 
is not a blessing. It is a carnival. 

When Harper Lee was five years old the 
Scottsboro trial began. In one of the most cele- 
brated southern trials, nine blacks were accused of 
raping two white girls. The first trial took place in 
Jackson County, Alabama. All nine were con- 
victed. Monroeville, Lee’s hometown, knew about 
the case. Retrials continued for six years, and with 
each new trial it became more obvious that south- 
ern justice for blacks was different from southern 
justice for whites. Harper Lee’s father was a lawyer 
during that time. Her mother’s maiden name was 
Finch. Harper Lee attended law school, a career 
possibility suggested to Scout by well-meaning 
adults in the novel. To Kill a Mockingbird is set in 
1935, midpoint for the Scottsboro case. 

Scout Finch faces the realities of southern so- 
ciety within the same age span that Harper Lee 
faced Scottsboro. The timeline is also the same. Al- 
though Lee’s father was not the Scottsboro lawyer 
who handled that trial, he was a southern man of 
honor related to the famous gentleman soldier, 
Robert E. Lee. It is likely that Harper Lee’s father 
was the author’s model for Atticus Finch and that 


the things Atticus told Scout were the kinds of 
things Ama Lee told his daughter. The attitudes de- 
picted are ones Harper Lee grew up with, both in 
terms of family pride and small town prejudices. 


The censors’ reactions to To Kill a Mocking- 
bird were reactions to issues of race and justice. 
Their moves to ban the book derive from their own 
perspectives of the book’s theme. Their “reader’s 
response” criticism, usually based on one reading 
of the book, was personal and political. They 
needed to ban the book because it told them some- 
thing about American society that they did not want 
to hear. That is precisely the problem facing any 
author of realistic fiction. Once the story becomes 
real, it can become grim. An author will use first- 
person flashback in story in order to let the reader 
live in another time, another place. Usually the sto- 
ryteller is returning for a second view of the scene. 
The teller has experienced the events before and 
the story is being retold because the scene has left 
the storyteller uneasy. As the storyteller recalls the 
past both the listener and the teller see events in a 
new light. Both are working through troubled times 
in search of meaning. In the case of To Kill a Mock- 
ingbird the first-person retelling is not pleasant, but 
the underlying significance is with the narrative. 
The youthful personalities who are recalled are 
hopeful. Scout tells us of a time past when white 
people would lynch or convict a man because of 
the color of his skin. She also shows us three chil- 
dren who refuse to believe that the system is right, 
and she leaves us with the thought that most peo- 
ple will be nice if seen for what they are: humans 
with frailties. When discussing literary criticism, 
Theo D’Haen suggested [in Text to Reader] that the 
good literary work should have a life within the 
world and be “part of the ongoing activities of that 
world.” To Kill a Mockingbird continues to have 
life within the world; its ongoing activities in the 
realm of censorship show that it is a book which 
deals with regional moralism. The children in the 
story seem very human; they worry about their own 
identification, they defy parental rules, and they cry 
over injustices. They mature in Harper Lee’s novel, 
and they lose their innocence. So does the reader. 
If the readers are young, they may believe Scout 
when she says, “nothin’s real scary except in 
books.” If the readers are older they will have 
learned that life is as scary, and they will be pre- 
pared to meet some of its realities. 


Source: Jill May, “In Defense of To Kill a Mockingbird,” 
in Censored Books: Critical Viewpoints, edited by Nicholas 
J. Karolides, Lee Burress, John M. Kean, The Scarecrow 
Press, Inc., 1993, pp. 476-84. 
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First published in 1847, Emily Bronté’s Wuthering 
Heights ranks high on the list of major works of 
English literature. A brooding tale of passion and 
revenge set in the Yorkshire moors, the novel has 
inspired no fewer than four film versions in mod- 
ern times. Early critics did not like the work, cit- 
ing its excess of passion and its coarseness. A sec- 
ond edition was published in 1850, two years after 
the author’s death. Sympathetically prefaced by her 
sister Charlotte, it met with greater success, and the 
novel has continued to grow in stature ever since. 
In the novel a pair of narrators, Mr. Lockwood and 
Nelly Dean, relate the story of the foundling Heath- 
cliff’s arrival at Wuthering Heights, and the close- 
knit bond he forms with his benefactor’s daughter, 
Catherine Earnshaw. One in spirit, they are none- 
theless social unequals, and the saga of frustrated 
yearning and destruction that follows Catherine’s 
refusal to marry Heathcliff is unique in the English 
canon. The novel is admired not least for the power 
of its imagery, its complex structure, and its ambi- 
guity, the very elements that confounded its first 
critics. Emily Bronté spent her short life mostly at 
home, and apart from her own fertile imagination, 
she drew her inspiration from the local landscape— 
the surrounding moorlands and the regional archi- 
tecture of the Yorkshire area—as well as her per- 
sonal experience of religion, of folklore, and of 
illness and death. Dealing with themes of nature, 
cruelty, social position, and indestructibility of the 
spirit, Wuthering Heights has surpassed the more 
successful Charlotte Bronté’s Jane Eyre in acade- 
mic and popular circles. 
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Emily Jane Bronté was born on July 30, 1818, 
to Maria Branwell and the Reverend Patrick 
Bronté, in Thornton, Yorkshire, England. She was 
the fifth of six children, and the fourth daughter. 
The family moved to a parsonage in Haworth in 
1820, and following the death of Maria Bronté in 
1821, the children’s maternal aunt came to care for 
them. In 1825 Emily was sent to join her sisters 
Maria, Elizabeth, and Charlotte at school, but after 
an epidemic at the school claimed the lives of Maria 
and Elizabeth, Emily and Charlotte returned home. 
Emily would remain at home for the next ten years. 
In 1826 Patrick Bronté gave his children a set of 
toy soldiers, and the children began to make up sto- 
ries about them. A realm in Africa, called Angria, 
was largely the inspiration of Charlotte and brother 
Branwell, but soon Emily and Anne had invented 
the Pacific Island of Gondal, which would figure 
in poems and stories they wrote throughout their 
lives. Emily was uncomfortable with outsiders and 
made only brief, intermittent attempts to construct 
a life for herself away from the parsonage. An un- 
successful experiment as Charlotte’s pupil in East 
Yorkshire that began in 1835 ended after a year. 
She was similarly ill-suited for a position as assis- 
tant teacher at Law Hill School near Halifax. In 
1842, Charlotte and Emily traveled to Brussels, 
Belgium, intending to study languages, but returned 
home later that year because of the death of their 
aunt, who had left them what money she had. 

In 1845 Charlotte discovered a private note- 
book of Emily’s poems and persuaded her to pub- 
lish a selection of them. Emily reluctantly agreed, 
and a volume of poetry that included “Remem- 
brance,” “The Prisoner,” “The Philosopher,” and 
“Stars” appeared in 1846. It sold only two copies, 
but one critic was flattering. Wuthering Heights ap- 
peared in 1847 under the pseudonym Ellis Bell and 
was panned by contemporary critics, who objected 
to its coarseness and brutality. In contrast, Char- 
lotte’s novel Jane Eyre, published the same year, 
was a runaway success. Emily produced one fur- 
ther poem in 1846; Wuthering Heights was her only 
novel. In 1848 Branwell Bronté died, in part ow- 
ing to his dissolute ways, which were a source of 
constant concern to his sisters. Emily caught cold 
at his funeral and developed tuberculosis. Refusing 
to seek medical treatment, she died on December 
19, 1848. 

The lack of biographical material about Emily 
Bronté makes her an enigmatic figure and her work 
difficult to evaluate. The poems, in particular, suf- 
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fer from a lack of context, and ambiguous punctu- 
ation. Although the poems are often clumsy, they 
show flashes of the same originality that makes 
Wuthering Heights so compelling. Emily Bronté 
did not know success during her lifetime, but de- 
spite the initial failure of Wuthering Heights, she 
has proved a giant among writers. 


Plot Summary 


Part I—Childhood 

Set on the Yorkshire moors of England, 
Wuthering Heights opens with the comments of Mr. 
Lockwood, the newly arrived tenant of Thrushcross 
Grange. He tells of his visit to Wuthering Heights, 
where he encounters his landlord and neighbor, Mr. 
Heathcliff; Joseph, Heathcliff s pious and surly old 
servant; Hareton Earnshaw, an ignorant and im- 
poverished young man; and the beautiful Cather- 
ine Heathcliff, widow of Heathcliff’s dead son. 
Rough weather forces Lockwood to spend the 
night. He finds several old books, the margins of 
which had been used as a childhood diary by 
Catherine Earnshaw, mother to the current Cather- 
ine. Perusing these pages, Lockwood learns about 
the childhood adventures of Heathcliff and the first 
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Catherine, and of their oppression by Catherine’s 
brother, Hindley. Lockwood falls into a restless 
sleep, punctuated by nightmares in which the first 
Catherine Earnshaw comes to the bedroom window 
and begs to be let in. He awakes screaming, and in 
so doing he wakes Heathcliff, who opens the win- 
dow and begs Catherine to come again. At sunrise 
Heathcliff escorts Lockwood back to Thrushcross 
Grange. 


The next day, Lockwood, finding himself sick, 
persuades the servant, Nelly Dean, to sit and talk 
with him. She relates how she grew up at Wuther- 
ing Heights, and she tells how one night Mr. Earn- 
shaw brought home the mysterious boy, Heathcliff, 
whom he had found starving in Liverpool. Mr. Earn- 
shaw favors Heathcliff, causing his son Hindley to 
hate the interloper, but Heathcliff and the first 
Catherine become fast friends. Hindley is sent off 
to college, but after Mr. Earnshaw’s death he re- 
turns with a wife and becomes master of Wuther- 
ing Heights. Under Hindley’s tyranny, Catherine 
and Heathcliff grow closer and more mischievous, 
their favorite pastime being to wander the moors. 
On one such excursion they are caught looking in 
the windows of Thrushcross Grange, and Catherine 
is bitten by a bulldog and has to stay at the Grange 
for five weeks. Hindley, meanwhile, forbids Heath- 
cliff to have further contact with Catherine. 


Catherine returns much changed. She now 
dresses and acts like a lady, and she has befriended 
Edgar and Isabella Linton, the siblings who live at 
the Grange. Heathcliff feels her neglect sharply, 
and Catherine feels torn between loyalty to her old 
friend and attraction to her new companions. Hind- 
ley’s new wife, Frances, gives birth to a son, Hare- 
ton, and dies of consumption, and Hindley starts 
drinking and becomes even more tyrannical. Heath- 
cliff is deprived of all education and is forced to 
labor as one of the servants of the Heights. When 
Edgar proposes to Catherine, she accepts, but tells 
Nelly that she would never have done so if her 
brother had not turned Heathcliff into someone it 
would disgrace her to marry. Heathcliff overhears 
this comment and flees Wuthering Heights before 
she goes on to explain to Nelly the depth of her 
feelings for Heathcliff: 

“T cannot express it; but surely you and everybody 
have a notion that there is, or should be an existence 
of yours beyond you. What were the use of my cre- 
ation if I were entirely contained here? My great mis- 
eries in this world have been Heathcliff’s miseries, 
and I watched and felt each from the beginning; my 
great thought in living is himself. If all else perished, 
and he remained, I should still continue to be; and, 
if all else remained, and he were annihilated, the Uni- 


verse would turn to a mighty stranger. I should not 
seem a part of it. My love for Linton is like the fo- 
liage in the woods. Time will change it, I am well 
aware, as winter changes the trees—my love for 
Heathcliff resembles the eternal rocks beneath—a 
source of little visible delight, but necessary. Nelly, 
I am Heathcliff—he is always, always in my mind— 
not as a pleasure, any more than I am always a plea- 
sure to myself—but as my own being—so, do not 
talk of our separation again.” 


Part II—Marriage and Death 

Catherine and Edgar are married and seem 
happy, until Heathcliff returns, mysteriously 
wealthy and educated. He takes up residence at 
Wuthering Heights, where he gambles Hindley out 
of all his possessions. Heathcliff quickly resumes 
his acquaintance with Catherine, to her delight and 
Edgar’s annoyance. Isabella, Edgar’s sister, begins 
to love Heathcliff, in spite of repeated warnings 
about his character. Heathcliff, desiring Isabella’s 
inheritance, begins to encourage the attraction, and 
when Nelly informs Edgar of this courtship he be- 
comes enraged. A fight ensues between Edgar and 
Heathcliff, and Heathcliff is banished from the 
Grange. Catherine, to punish Edgar, refuses to eat 
for three days and drives herself into a feverish 
delirium. While Edgar is nursing her back to a frag- 
ile state of health, Isabella and Heathcliff elope. Is- 
abella soon regrets her marriage to the cruel Heath- 
cliff. She writes to Nelly, telling her of her 
miserable life at Wuthering Heights and begging 
her to visit. Heathcliff takes advantage of Nelly’s 
visit to request a meeting with Catherine, who is 
pregnant. Nelly reluctantly agrees, and a few days 
later, while Edgar is at church, Heathcliff enters the 
Grange and sees Catherine for the last time. Edgar 
enters and finds Heathcliff embracing Catherine, 
who has fainted. Catherine dies without ever fully 
regaining her senses, although two hours before her 
death, she gives birth to a daughter. Edgar and 
Heathcliff are both distraught at Catherine’s death, 
and Heathcliff begs her ghost to haunt him. 


Days after Catherine’s death, Isabella appears 
at the Grange, having fled the Heights. She swears 
she will not return, but she refuses to stay at the 
Grange because she fears Heathcliff will find her 
there. She moves to the South of England and gives 
birth to a sickly boy she names Linton. 


Part I1I—The Second Generation 

Shortly after Isabella’s escape, the doctor, 
Kenneth, brings news of Hindley’s death. Nelly 
wants Edgar to take in Hindley’s son Hareton, but 
Heathcliff vows that if they take Hareton from him 
he will take his child from Isabella. He asserts that 
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he wants to see if the same mistreatment will af- 
fect Hindley’s child as Hindley’s abuse affected 
Heathcliff. 


Twelve years later, Isabella, near death, writes 
to her brother and asks him to care for her son af- 
ter her death. Edgar brings Linton home, but Heath- 
cliff immediately demands custody of his son. He 
reveals to Nelly his plan to see his child ruling over 
both Thrushcross Grange and Wuthering Heights. 


Young Catherine, daughter of Catherine and 
Edgar, is not told that her cousin is so close by, but 
one day on a walk on the moor, she meets Heath- 
cliff and Hareton and is reacquainted with Linton. 
Heathcliff tells Nelly that he hopes Linton and 
young Catherine will fall in love and marry. He 
boasts about how he has turned Hareton, a natu- 
rally intelligent boy, into an ignorant brute, while 
raising his own weak and selfish son up as Hare- 
ton’s master. When Edgar hears of his daughter’s 
visit, he does his best to impress on her the evil na- 
ture of Heathcliff and the importance of avoiding 
the Heights. Catherine nevertheless commences a 
secret correspondence with Linton, which only 
ends when Nelly discovers the love letters and 
threatens to tell Catherine’s father. Heathcliff, how- 
ever, convinces Catherine that Linton is dying of 
grief because of their broken correspondence, and 
Nelly reluctantly agrees to accompany Catherine 
on a visit to the Heights. That visit leads to a se- 
ries of clandestine visits by young Catherine to the 
Heights. Edgar puts a stop to the visits, but finally 
agrees to let Catherine and Linton meet for weekly 
strolls on the moor. During the second of these ex- 
cursions, Heathcliff, knowing that Edgar is near 
death, tricks Catherine and Nelly into entering 
Wuthering Heights, where he imprisons them and 
forces Catherine to marry Linton. Catherine con- 
vinces Linton to help her escape, and she arrives at 
the Grange just in time to see her dying father. Dur- 
ing her absence from the Heights, Heathcliff forces 
Linton to make Heathcliff the inheritor of all of his 
and Catherine’s property. After her father’s death, 
young Catherine is forced to return to the Heights 
and tend to her dying husband. He dies shortly af- 
ter her arrival, and Catherine, impoverished and 
alone, is forced to stay on at the Heights. 


The day after hearing this story, Lockwood 
visits the Heights and gives notice that he will be 
leaving for London. Returning months later to set- 
tle some business, he finds Thrushcross Grange de- 
serted and matters much changed at the Heights. 
Hareton and Catherine, previously sworn enemies, 
have fallen in love, and Catherine is aiding Hare- 
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ton in his attempts to educate himself. Nelly is now 
employed at the Heights, and while the lovers en- 
joy a walk on the moor, Nelly informs Lockwood 
of Heathcliff’s death, which followed four days of 
starvation during which he was haunted by the vi- 
sion of his beloved Catherine. He was buried, as 
requested, next to Catherine, with the adjoining 
sides of the two coffins removed so that their ashes 
could mingle, and the country folks claim that a 
person walking on the moors will sometimes see 
the ghosts of Heathcliff and Catherine wandering 
their old playground. 


Characters 


Ellen Dean 


One of the novel’s two narrators, Nelly is loyal 
but conventional, and reads very little into events. 
In his introduction to Wuthering Heights, David 
Daiches remarks on the contrast between the tone 
of the narrative and the high drama of the goings- 
on of the story: “It is to what might be called the 
sublime deadpan of the telling that the extraordi- 
nary force of the novel can largely be attributed... 
At no point does Nelly throw up her hands and ex- 
claim: ‘For God’s sake, what is going on here? 
What kind of people are they?’” For instance, af- 
ter Heathcliff has spent the night in the Linton’s 
garden bashing his head against a tree trunk, Nelly 
notices “several splashes of blood about the bark 
of the tree, and his hands and forehead were both 
stained; probably the scene I witnessed was a rep- 
etition of others acted during the night. It hardly 
moved my compassion—it appalled me; still I felt 
reluctant to quit him so.” Nelly’s familiarity with 
the actors is an important element of the narration, 
and a hazard of her station is that she must repeat- 
edly be the bearer of news that will move the ac- 
tion in a fateful direction. On the eve of Heath- 
cliff’s return, for example, Edgar and the first 
Catherine look “wonderfully peaceful,” and Nelly 
shrinks from having to announce Heathcliff, though 
duty compels her to, just as she shrinks later from 
having to tell Heathcliff of the first Catherine’s 
death, but does. Nelly has a mind of her own, and 
she does not hesitate to query the first Catherine 
about her reasons for marrying Edgar, or to sug- 
gest to Heathcliff at the end of the novel that he 
might want to make his confession before dying. 
Nevertheless, the kind of passion that exists be- 
tween Heathcliff and the first Catherine is far be- 
yond her imagination. 
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Still from the film Wuthering Heights, starring Merle Oberon and Laurence Olivier, 1939. 


Nelly Dean 
See Ellen Dean 


Catherine Earnshaw 

Cathy Earnshaw is six when her father brings 
back with him from Liverpool not the whip she 
asked for but the seven-year-old foundling Heath- 
cliff, who is soon her constant companion. Cathy 
is a “wild, wick slip,” beautiful, and “much too fond 
of Heathcliff.” Though capable of sweetness, she 
likes “to act the little mistress,” and it is the aware- 
ness of the social differences between her and 
Heathcliff that lead her, despite her love for him, 
to marry Edgar Linton, whom she finds “handsome, 
and pleasant to be with.” When Nelly implies that 
her reasons are superficial, Cathy tells of her plan 
to use Edgar’s money to help Heathcliff to rise. “It 
would degrade me to marry Heathcliff, now,” she 
tells Nelly, “so he shall never know how I love 
him”; yet “he’s more myself than I am.... Nelly, I 
am Heathcliff.” Five months after Cathy’s marriage 
to Linton, during which time Nelly observes that 
the couple seem to be increasingly happy, Heath- 
cliff returns, transformed. Their “mutual joy” at 
seeing each other again is undeniable, and from that 
point on Cathy lives with a painfully divided heart. 
She refuses to respond to Edgar’s request that she 
choose between the two men. Although Heathcliff 


has the looks and manners of a gentleman, the re- 
venge he plans is diabolical, and though she loves 
him, Cathy is not fooled. “He’s a fierce, pitiless, 
wolfish man...: and he’d crush you, like a spar- 
row’s egg,” she tells an infatuated Isabella. When 
Cathy and Heathcliff meet for the last time, she tells 
him, “You and Edgar have broken my heart, Heath- 
cliff! ... I shall not be at peace.” She dies two hours 
after midnight, having given birth to a “puny, seven 
months’ child.” 


Cathy Earnshaw 
See Catherine Earnshaw 


Frances Earnshaw 
Wife of Hindley. Dies after giving birth to 
Hareton. 


Hareton Earnshaw 

The son of Frances and Hindley Earnshaw, 
Hareton, too, is initially targeted by Heathcliff as 
an object of revenge, and is degraded by him. But 
Heathcliff develops a grudging affection for the 
boy, favoring him over his own weakling son, Lin- 
ton, and when Heathcliff dies, Hareton weeps over 
his body. Nelly sees him as “owning better quali- 
ties than his father ever possessed. Good things lost 
among a wilderness of weeds.” Hareton is, how- 
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ever, transformed by his love for Catherine, who 
teaches him to read. 


Hindley Earnshaw 

Hindley Earnshaw, the first Catherine’s 
brother, is fourteen when Heathcliff is brought to 
Wuthering Heights. Hindley hates and envies him 
because Mr. Earnshaw clearly favors the new boy. 
Hindley continually degrades Heathcliff, a habit 
that intensifies after the death of Mr. Earnshaw. Af- 
ter the death of his beloved wife Frances, Hindley 
resorts to drinking and gambling, and neglects both 
his sister Catherine and his son Hareton. Upon 
Heathcliff’s return to Wuthering Heights after a 
three-year absence, five months after Edgar Linton 
and the first Catherine have married, Hindley be- 
friends Heathcliff in the hopes of winning money 
from him. Blaming Hindley for the loss of the first 
Catherine, Heathcliff ruthlessly encourages Hind- 
ley to drink and eventually wins Wuthering Heights 
from him. After Hindley dies, Heathcliff brutalizes 
Hareton, though he eventually abandons the at- 
tempt after the second Catherine Linton and Hare- 
ton fall in love. 


Mr. Earnshaw 

Father of Hindley and the first Catherine. He 
brings Heathcliff home into the family. He was 
strict with his children. 


Mrs. Earnshaw 

Mother of Hindley and the first Catherine. She 
didn’t protest the mistreatment of Heathcliff and 
died two years after he joined the Earnshaw house- 
hold. 


Heathcliff 

On his return from a business trip to Liverpool, 
Mr. Earnshaw brings with him “a dirty, ragged, 
black-haired” orphan from a Liverpool slum. The 
boy, seven-year-old Heathcliff, and the first Cather- 
ine Earnshaw are almost immediately inseparable. 
Hindley Earnshaw, however, is jealous of Mr. 
Earnshaw’s obvious preference for Heathcliff, and 
he abuses him. Heathcliff returns the hatred. “From 
the very beginning he bred bad feeling in the 
house,” says Nelly Dean, one of the two narrators 
of Wuthering Heights, about the force that has en- 
tered their lives. Heathcliff knows only two loyal- 
ties, to the first Cathy and to Mr. Earnshaw, and at 
Earnshaw’s death he and Cathy “both set up a 
heart-breaking cry.” He tries to control his jealousy 
over Cathy’s growing friendship with Edgar Lin- 
ton for her sake—‘“Nelly, make me decent, I’m go- 
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¢ Wuthering Heights continues to inspire film- 
makers: adaptations include those by William 
Wyler, starring Laurence Olivier and Merle 
Oberon, 1939, available from HBO Home Video 
and Home Vision Cinema; by Robert Fuest, star- 
ring Timothy Dalton and Anna Calder-Marshall, 
1970, available from Congress Entertainment, 
Karol Video, The Video Catalog; a reworking 
under the title “Abismos de pasion”, by Luis 
Buñuel, starring Jorge Mistral and Jrasema Dil- 
ian, 1953, available from Xenon, Media Home 
Entertainment, Applause Productions; and by 
Peter Kosminsky, starring Ralph Fiennes and 
Juliette Binoche, 1992 (not released in the U.S., 
but later broadcast on Turner Network Televi- 
sion). 


e Sound recordings have been published by Lis- 
ten for Pleasure, 1981; Recorded Books, 1981, 
and Bantam Doubleday Dell Audio, 1995. The 
novel was read by Michael Page and Laurel 
Merlington for an audio version, Brilliance Cor- 
poration, 1992, entitled Wuthering Heights 
Readalong, Lake Publishing Co., 1994. 


° The novel has been adapted as a four-act opera 
by Bernard Herrman, libretto by Lucille 
Fletcher, 1950. An adaptation by Carlisle Floyd, 
who also wrote the libretto, in three acts was 
first performed in 1958. The novel was also 
adapted for the stage by Charles Vance and pub- 
lished by Samuel French, 1990. 


ing to be good.” But later, overhearing a conver- 
sation in which Cathy says it would degrade her to 
marry him, he steals away and does not return to 
Wuthering Heights until five months after Cathy 
has married Edgar Linton. 

Heathcliff is transformed on his return—“tall, 
athletic, well-formed”—but he is hell-bent on 
avenging the loss of Cathy, and he sets about de- 
stroying the inhabitants of both Wuthering Heights 
and Thrushcross Grange with a fury. His assertion 
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of what David Daiches, in his introduction to 
Wuthering Heights, calls Heathcliff’s “natural 
claims” to Cathy “over the artificial claim of her 
husband” is welcomed by Cathy, though the strain 
eventually kills her. Heathcliff cruelly exploits 
Hindley, Isabella, Hareton, the second Catherine, 
and Linton, his own son. “I have no pity,” he tells 
Nelly. Yet when the first Catherine dies, he is in- 
consolable, bashing his head repeatedly against a 
tree trunk: “I cannot live without my life! I cannot 
live without my soul!” And he has an obvious af- 
fection for Hareton, despite his determination to de- 
grade the boy. Heathcliff is largely incomprehen- 
sible to those around him, seemingly human and 
inhuman, a walking contradiction. “Is Mr. Heath- 
cliff a man?” Isabella writes to Nelly, following her 
marriage to him, “If so, is he mad? And if not, is 
he a devil?” Toward the end of the novel Heath- 
cliff confesses to Nelly that he no longer cares for 
revenge: “I have lost the faculty of enjoying their 
destruction.” As determined to join his “immortal 
love” as he once was to ruin his enemies, he tells 
Nelly that he feels “a strange change coming,” and, 
forgetting to eat, starves himself. Even death, how- 
ever, does not compose his features, and Joseph re- 
marks that he looks as though the devil has carried 
him off. 


Catherine Heathcliff 


See Catherine Linton 


Isabella Heathcliff 


See Isabella Linton 


Linton Heathcliff 

Linton Heathcliff is the spoiled, weakling son 
of Isabella and Heathcliff. He is forced by Heath- 
cliff to marry the second Catherine Linton to se- 
cure for Heathcliff, at Linton’s death, Thrushcross 
Grange. Nobody except the second Catherine Lin- 
ton likes Linton very much; the housekeeper at the 
Heights complains to Nelly that he is “a faint- 
hearted creature” who can’t bear to have the win- 
dow open at night. His character serves the dual 
purpose of providing a mechanism whereby Heath- 
cliff can acquire Thrushcross Grange and re-create 
the Edgar-Cathy-Heathcliff triangle of the previous 
generation. Linton dies soon after his marriage to 
the second Catherine. 


Joseph 
Joseph is the curmudgeonly, judgmental long- 
time servant at Wuthering Heights. He believes in 


eternal damnation and the likelihood of everyone 
he knows being bound for it, and he scolds con- 
stantly in a sometimes difficult-to-follow Yorkshire 
accent. As in the case of the narrators of the novel, 
Joseph’s authenticity anchors the wilder elements 
of the story. Winifred Gerin observes in Reference 
Guide to English Literature that “in creating such 
a character as Joseph, Emily Bronté showed that, 
undoubted visionary as she was, she also had her 
feet firmly planted on earth.” 


Catherine Linton 

Catherine Linton is the daughter of Cathy and 
Edgar, beautiful, like her mother, but cooler. “Her 
anger was never furious, her love never fierce,” 
Nelly remarks about her. Although forced by 
Heathcliff to marry Linton Heathcliff, she gen- 
uinely seems to care for her cousin. She is obvi- 
ously less a force than her mother, but spirited 
nonetheless, and refuses to be cowed by Heathcliff: 
“You are miserable, are you not? Lonely, like the 
devil, and envious like him? Nobody loves you— 
nobody will cry for you, when you die! I wouldn’t 
be you!” Although Catherine is at first put off by 
Hareton’s loutishness, the sheer bleakness of their 
existence propels them toward each other, and she 
teaches him to read. They fall in love, and the un- 
derstanding at the end of the novel is that they will 
marry and go to live at Thrushcross Grange. 


Catherine Earnshaw Linton 
See Catherine Earnshaw 


Cathy Linton 
See Catherine Linton 


Edgar Linton 

Edgar Linton is all the things Heathcliff is not: 
handsome, refined, kind, and patient, although the 
first Cathy later describes Edgar and his sister Is- 
abella as “spoiled children, [who] fancy the world 
was made for their accommodation.” When Heath- 
cliff says he wishes he had Edgar’s looks and 
breeding, Nelly retorts: “And cried for Mamma at 
every turn, and trembled if a country lad heaved 
his fist against you, and sat at home all day for a 
shower of rain.” On the other hand, Nelly observes 
that the first Cathy’s spells of bad humor are “re- 
spected with sympathizing silence by her husband,” 
and that Edgar has a “deep-rooted fear of ruffling 
her humor.” Linton loves his wife genuinely, but 
he is ineffectual. Unable to get her to choose be- 
tween himself and Heathcliff, he retreats to his li- 
brary, oblivious to her distress until alerted to it by 
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Nelly. After his wife dies, Edgar sits all night be- 
side her body. Taking the measure of both Edgar 
and Hindley, Nelly remarks that Linton “displayed 
the true courage of a loyal and faithful soul: he 
trusted God; and God comforted him.” Hindley, 
with the stronger head, proved the worse and 
weaker man. 


Isabella Linton 

Like her brother Edgar, Isabella is perceived 
by the inhabitants of Wuthering Heights as spoiled. 
Having glimpsed them through a window quarrel- 
ing amid the splendor of Thrushcross Grange, 
Heathcliff tells Nelly, “We laughed outright at the 
petted things, we did despise them!” Nelly observes 
that Isabella is “infantile in manners, though pos- 
sessed of keen wit, keen feelings, and a keen tem- 
per, too, if irritated.” On Heathcliff’s return to 
Wuthering Heights after the first Cathy’s marriage 
to Edgar, Isabella becomes infatuated with him, de- 
spite Cathy’s warning that he “couldn’t love a Lin- 
ton.” At first indifferent, Heathcliff responds when 
he realizes he might gain control of her property 
through marriage. Once she is committed to him, 
he cruelly mistreats her. Despite the abuse, Isabella 
refuses to help Hindley in his attempt to murder 
Heathcliff, though she has enough of a sense of 
self-preservation to escape back to Thrushcross 
Grange, where she crushes her wedding ring with 
a poker. “I can recollect yet how I loved him,” she 
tells Nelly, “and can dimly imagine that I could still 
be loving him, if—.” Pregnant, Isabella flees to 
London, where she bears Linton. She dies when 
Linton is twelve, after which the boy comes to live 
with Heathcliff at the Heights. 


Mr. Linton 
Father of Edgar and Isabella. He is the owner 
of Thrushcross Grange. 


Mrs. Linton 

Mother of Edgar and Isabella. She takes the 
first Catherine in for a short while and exposed her 
to fine clothes and social behavior. 


Mr. Lockwood 


The other narrator of Wuthering Heights, Mr. 
Lockwood is, like Nelly Dean, conventional. But he 
lacks Nelly’s perception, and appears even a little 
foolish. At first he judges Heathcliff to be a “capi- 
tal fellow,” and later he fantasizes a liaison with the 
second Catherine Linton. Several critics have re- 
marked on his name as hinting at a “locked or closed 
mind.” In his introduction to Wuthering Heights, 
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David Daiches describes his general timidity: “he 
had aroused the love of ‘a fascinating creature,’ but 
retreated in panic when he realized it.” Mr. Lock- 
wood foreshadows the theme of cruelty that per- 
vades the novel, rubbing the wrist of the ghost of 
the first Catherine Linton across a broken pane of 
glass in an attempt to loosen her grasp of his hand. 
Mr. Lockwood serves to vary the narrative per- 
spective of the novel; his view of events in the pre- 
sent contrasts with Nelly’s retrospective view. 


Zillah 
A servant at Wuthering Heights. 


Themes 


Love and Passion 

Passion, particularly unnatural passion, is a 
predominant theme of Wuthering Heights. The first 
Catherine’s devotion to Heathcliff is immediate and 
absolute, though she will not marry him, because 
to do so would degrade her. “Whatever our souls 
are made of, his and mine are the same, and Lin- 
ton’s is as different as a moonbeam from lightning, 
or frost from fire.” Although there has been at least 
one Freudian interpretation of the text, the nature 
of the passion between Catherine and Heathcliff 
does not appear to be based on sex. David Daiches 
writes, “Ultimate passion is for her rather a kind of 
recognition of one’s self—one’s true and absolute 
self—in the object of passion.” Catherine’s passion 
is contrasted to the coolness of Linton, whose “cold 
blood cannot be worked into a fever.” When he re- 
treats into his library, she explodes, “What in the 
name of all that feels, has he to do with books, when 
I am dying?” 


Revenge 

Heathcliff s devotion to Catherine, on the other 
hand, is ferocious, and when frustrated, he con- 
ceives a plan of revenge of enormous proportions. 
Catherine’s brother Hindley shares her passionate 
nature, though he devotes most of his energies to 
degrading Heathcliff. In some respects the passion 
that Catherine and Heathcliff share is so pure that 
it approaches a kind of spirituality. “I cannot ex- 
press it,” says Catherine, “but surely you and every- 
body have a notion that there is, or should be an 
existence of yours beyond you.” In the characters 
of Heathcliff and Hindley, who both feel slighted 
in love, Brontë draws a parallel between the need 
for love and the strength of revenge. 
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Topics for 
Further 
Study 


e What achievements of modern medicine have 
reduced the high rates of maternal deaths in 
childbirth that were commonplace during the pe- 
riod of the novel? How have social factors com- 
promised advances in the treatment of tubercu- 
losis? 


e What were the milestones in women’s rights that 
have reduced the vulnerability of women like 
the second Catherine Linton to loss of property? 


* Explore how people grieve their dead in various 
cultures around the world, and how these cus- 
toms compare with Edgar’s request in Wuther- 
ing Heights that Nelly “get mourning” for the 
second Catherine after Isabella’s death. 





Violence and Cruelty 

Closely tied to the theme of revenge, but some- 
times independent of it, are themes of cruelty and 
sadism, which are a recurring motif throughout the 
novel. Cruelty can be manifested emotionally, as 
in Mr. Earnshaw’s disdain for his natural-born son, 
or in the first Catherine’s apparent rejection of 
Heathcliff in favor of Edgar. The characters are 
given to physical cruelty as well. “Terror made me 
cruel,” says Lockwood at the outset of the story, 
and proceeds to rub the wrists of the ghost Cather- 
ine against a broken windowpane in an effort to 
free himself from her grasp. Hindley torments 
Heathcliff, as Heathcliff will later torment Hareton. 
And although he has no affection for her, Heath- 
cliff marries Isabella and then treats her so badly 
that she asks Nelly whether he is a devil. Sadism 
is also a recurring thematic element. Heathcliff tries 
to strangle Isabella’s dog, and Hareton hangs a lit- 
ter of puppies from the back of a chair. The first 
Catherine’s early refusal of Heathcliff has elements 
of masochism (self-abuse) in it, as does her letting 
him back into her life, since her divided heart will 
eventually kill her. 


Class Conflict 
To the characters of Wuthering Heights, prop- 
erty ownership and social standing are inextricable. 


The Earnshaws and the Lintons both own estates, 
whereas Heathcliff is a foundling and has nothing. 
The first Catherine plans to marry Linton to use her 
husband’s money to raise Heathcliff’s social stand- 
ing, thus freeing him from Hindley’s domination. 
Her plan is foiled when Heathcliff disappears after 
hearing Catherine say that to marry him would de- 
grade her. When he returns, he exerts great efforts 
to do people out of their property: first Hindley, 
then Isabella, then the second Catherine Linton. He 
takes revenge on Hareton by ensuring that the boy 
is raised in ignorance, with loutish manners, so that 
he will never escape his station. The story comes 
full cycle when Catherine Linton teaches Hareton 
to read, thus winning his love. The understanding 
at the end of the novel is that the couple will move 
to Thrushcross Grange. 


Nature 


“Wuthering” is a Yorkshire term for roaring of 
the wind, and themes of nature, both human and 
nonhuman, are closely associated with violence 
throughout the story. The local landscape is as 
storm-tossed as are the hearts of the inhabitants of 
Wuthering Heights; cycles of births and deaths oc- 
cur as relentlessly as the cycles of the seasons. The 
characters feel themselves so intrinsically a part of 
their environment that the first Catherine compares 
her love for Edgar to “foliage in the woods,” and 
that for Heathcliff to “the eternal rocks beneath.” 
In detailing his plan to debase Hareton, Heathcliff 
says, “We will see if one tree will not grow as 
crooked as another, with the same wind to twist it!” 
The novel opens with a snowstorm, and ends with 
the flowering of spring, mirroring the passions that 
fuel the drama and the peace that follows its reso- 
lution. 


Supernatural 

There are many references in the novel to the 
supernatural, and even when the references seem 
fairly literal, the characters do not seem to think 
them odd. When Lockwood first arrives, he en- 
counters the ghost of the first Catherine Linton, and 
his telling of the event to Heathcliff arouses not 
disbelief but a strange passion. The bond between 
the first Catherine and Heathcliff is itself superhu- 
man, and after she dies, Heathcliff implores her 
spirit, “I pray one prayer—I repeat it till my tongue 
stiffens—Catherine Earnshaw, may you not rest, as 
long as I am living! You said I killed you—haunt 
me then!” At Edgar Linton’s death, Heathcliff per- 
suades the gravedigger to open Catherine’s coffin, 
and later confesses to Nelly that he has been 
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haunted by Catherine’s spirit for eighteen years. At 
the end of the novel, after Heathcliff’s death, Nelly 
reports to Lockwood a child’s claim that he has 
seen Heathcliff and a woman walking on the moors. 


Narration 

The power of Wuthering Heights owes much 
to its complex narrative structure and to the inge- 
nious device of having two conventional people re- 
late a very unconventional tale. The story is orga- 
nized as a narrative within a narrative, or what some 
critics call “Chinese boxes.” Lockwood is used to 
open and end the novel in the present tense, first 
person (“I’’). When he returns to Thrushcross 
Grange from his visit to Wuthering Heights sick 
and curious, Nelly cheerfully agrees to tell him 
about his neighbors. She picks up the narrative and 
continues it, also in the first person, almost until 
the end, with only brief interruptions by Lockwood. 
The critic David Daiches notes in his introduction 
of Wuthering Heights the “fascinating counter- 
point” of “end retrospect and present impression,” 
and that the strength of the story relies on Nelly’s 
familiarity with the main characters. 


Setting 

The novel is set in the Yorkshire moors of Eng- 
land, even now a bleakly beautiful, sparsely popu- 
lated area of high rolling grassy hills, few trees, and 
scattered rocky outcroppings or patches of heather. 
The lowlands between the hills are marshy. The 
weather is changeable and, because the area is so 
open, sometimes wild. The exposed location of 
Wuthering Heights high on the moors is contrasted 
with the sheltered calm of Thrushcross Grange, 
which is nestled in a soft valley. Both seats reflect 
the characters of those who inhabit them. The de- 
scriptions of both houses also reflect the influence 
of the local architecture at the time of Bronté’s writ- 
ing, which often incorporated a material called grit 
stone. 


Images and Symbolism 

Emily Bronté’s poetic vision is evident in the 
imagery used throughout Wuthering Heights. 
Metaphors of nature and the animal kingdom are 
pervasive. For example, the first Catherine de- 
scribes Heathcliff to Isabella as “an arid wilderness 
of furze and whinstone,” and as Catherine lies dy- 
ing, Heathcliff foams “like a mad dog.” References 
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to weather are everywhere. A violent storm blows 
up the night Mr. Earnshaw dies; rain pours down 
the night Heathcliff runs off to London and again 
the night of his death. There are many scenes of 
raw violence, such as the bulldog attacking Cather- 
ine and Isabella crushing her wedding ring with a 
poker. The supernatural is evoked in the many ref- 
erences to Heathcliff as diabolical (literally, “like 
the devil’) and the descriptions of the ghost of the 
first Catherine Linton. David Daiches points out in 
his introduction to Wuthering Heights that the ref- 
erences to food and fire, and to what he calls do- 
mestic routine, help “to steady” the story and to 
give credibility to the passion. 


Structure 

One of the major strengths of Wuthering 
Heights is its formal organization. The design of 
the time structure has significance both for its use 
of two narrators and because it allows the signifi- 
cant events in the novel to be dated precisely, 
though dates are almost never given explicitly. The 
triangular relationship that existed between Heath- 
cliff, Catherine, and Edgar is repeated in Heath- 
cliff’s efforts to force young Catherine to marry 
Linton, though its resolution is ultimately different. 
On his arrival at Wuthering Heights, Lockwood 
sees the names “Catherine Earnshaw, Catherine 
Linton, Catherine Heathcliff’ scratched into the 
windowsill. In marrying Hareton, young Catherine 
Heathcliff will in turn become Catherine Earnshaw, 
thus completing the circle. 


Historical Context 





The Victorian Age (1837-1901) 


England under the reign of Queen Victoria was 
in a prolonged phase of expansion. The Industrial 
Revolution saw the transformation of a predomi- 
nately agricultural economy to a factory economy. 
Millions would eventually flock to London in 
search of the new jobs, but Emily Bronté grew up 
in the last days of rural England. The tenor of the 
times was conservative, and sensitive to society’s 
unwillingness to accept women as authors, Emily, 
Charlotte, and Anne Bronté all published under 
male pseudonyms. 


The tempestuous climate of northern England 
in Haworth, Yorkshire, left its mark on the Bronté 
children, whose fascination with the expanse and 
storms of the moors is emphasized in the novel. For 
Emily, who was never happy far from home, the 
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Compare 
& 
Contrast 


e Late 1700s: World economies are predomi- 
nately agrarian. 

1847: England is in the midst of an Industrial 
Revolution whose effects will be felt worldwide. 
Workers flock to cities from the countryside. 

Today: World economies are increasingly 
linked in a “global community.” Intercultural 
communication and cultural diversity in the so- 
called service economy are a direct result of ad- 
vances in transportation and communications. 

e Late 1700s: Life expectancy is short, owing to 
harsh living and working conditions. Death in 
childbirth is common. 

1847: Medical advances and improved public 
health and sanitation decrease maternal and in- 
fant mortality. 

Today: Though high-technology medicine of- 
fers solutions to many medical problems, heart 


disease and cancer remain major killers, there is 
no cure for AIDS, and many countries grapple 
with increasing costs of health care for aging 
populations. 


¢ Late 1700s: Inheritance in England passes from 
the father to the first-born male. A procedure 
called “strict settlement” must be invoked to by- 
pass inheritance laws. 


1847: Full legal and economic equality for 
women is first championed in the United States 
by Elizabeth Cady Stanton. 


Today: Women worldwide have the right to 
vote, except in a few Muslim countries. In the 
United States, while the Equal Rights Amend- 
ment failed to obtain ratification, women in- 
creasingly bring successful sexual discrimination 
and sexual harassment suits against employers. 


local moorland and valleys, and the grit stone ar- 
chitecture typical of the age were the basis for the 
setting of Wuthering Heights. 

Another influence on Bronté’s writing was the 
folklore of the Yorkshire community. Tabitha Ack- 
royd, a maid in the Bronté household, was a rich 
source of stories about fairies and ghosts. Refer- 
ences to folk beliefs and rituals are scattered 
throughout Wuthering Heights, particularly with 
reference to the deathwatch traditional in York- 
shire, as when Edgar sits the entire night with 
Catherine’s body after her death, or to rituals sur- 
rounding funerals such as “bidding,” an invitation 
to accompany a body to the grave. Extending or 
withholding such an invitation gave some indica- 
tion of the state of family relationships. 


Illness, Death, and Funeral Customs 
Owing to the unforgiving climate and poor 
heating, illness and death were common occur- 
rences in Yorkshire at the time the novel was cre- 
ated. II] partly as a result of his stay at Wuthering 
Heights, Lockwood laments, “Oh, these bleak 





winds, and bitter, northern skies, and impassable 
roads, and dilatory country surgeons!” Emily 
Bronté’s older sisters Maria and Elizabeth died of 
tuberculosis before they were fifteen, and in 
Wuthering Heights, Edgar and Linton also die of 
wasting diseases. Maria Branwell’s death when 
Emily was only three may be the inspiration for the 
many motherless children in Wuthering Heights. 

A period of mourning was formally observed 
after the death of a family member. The appropri- 
ate period of mourning depended on whether the 
deceased was a close or distant relative. For ex- 
ample, a year’s mourning was usually observed for 
a husband or wife, and a week for the death of a 
second cousin. In Wuthering Heights Nelly is “bid 
to get mourning”—that is, to lay out dark clothes— 
for Catherine, whose aunt Isabella has died. 

As the children of a minister, the Brontés felt 
the influence of religion both at home and at school. 
A fire-and-brimstone instructor may have been 
Emily Bronté’s inspiration for Joseph, who can 
barely speak a word that does not invoke hellfire. 
Critics also suspect that this influence is at the root 
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of Lockwood’s dream at the beginning of Wuther- 
ing Heights, in which he is forced to listen to the 
Reverend Jabes Branderham preach a sermon di- 
vided into 490 parts. 


Literary Traditions and Romanticism 
Whereas Charlotte Bronté’s Jane Eyre won im- 
mediate acclaim, the wild passion and coarseness of 
Wuthering Heights baffled its readers. In an essay in 
Reference Guide to English Literature, Winifred 
Gerin attributes the failure of the novel to its theme 
of indestructibility of the spirit, which was a “sub- 
ject ... far removed from the general run of Victo- 
rian fiction—it belonged, if anywhere, to the gothic 
tradition, still being followed by Mary Shelley with 
her Valperga (1823) in Emily Bronté’s childhood.” 


The time in which the action of Wuthering 
Heights takes place, and its themes of nature and 
the individual, coincides with the Romantic Move- 
ment in Europe, a turning away from reason and 
intellect in favor of free and more mystical ideas, 
inspired in part by the French Revolutionary War 
of 1789. 


Inheritance and Social Position 

Social position and respectability in this period 
were directly tied to possession of property. A 
country house owned by landed gentry like the 
Earnshaws and the Lintons was known as a “seat,” 
a broad term that included both the tangible assets 
(for instance, the house and land) and intangible as- 
sets (for instance, the family name and any hered- 
itary titles) of the family that owned it. In Wuther- 
ing Heights, the first Catherine tells Nelly that she 
is marrying Edgar Linton because to marry Heath- 
cliff would degrade her (they would be beggars) 
and because she plans to use Linton’s money to 
help Heathcliff to rise. 


Seats passed from father to first-born male or 
to the next closest male relative if there were no 
sons in a family. The only way around this process 
was to invoke a device called “strict settlement,” in 
force between 1650 and 1880, which allowed a 
father to dispose of his holdings as he liked through 
a trustee. Because Edgar Linton dies before ensur- 
ing that his daughter Catherine will inherit 
Thrushcross Grange, the land passes first to her hus- 
band, Linton, and after Linton’s death to his father, 
Heathcliff. 


In contrast to earlier times when incest was 
forbidden by law, in eighteenth-century England 
marriage between first cousins was looked upon fa- 
vorably as a way of preserving position and prop- 
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“Top Withens,” the farm which served as a 
model for the one in Wuthering Heights. 


erty. A typical union was one of a woman who mar- 
ried her father’s brother’s son, which kept the seat 
of the bride’s family under their control. In Wuther- 
ing Heights, in a perverse twist, the second Cather- 
ine Linton marries her father’s sister’s son, and in 
the absence of a strict settlement ends up losing her 
family’s seat. 


Landholding families typically maintained a 
large staff of servants who fulfilled the functions 
(for a man) of steward, valet, butler, and gardener, 
or (for a woman) of lady’s maid, housekeeper, 
cook, and nurse. In a household the size of Wuther- 
ing Heights, whose inhabitants did not entertain, 
combining functions made economic sense. In the 
novel Joseph serves as both valet and steward, and 
Ellen as housekeeper, though her duties are fairly 
broadly defined. 


Critical Overview 





Initial reception to the publication of Wuther- 
ing Heights in 1847 was overwhelmingly negative. 
Published in a volume that also included her sister 
Anne Bronté’s first novel, Agnes Grey, Emily’s 
brooding tale managed to find favor only with Syd- 
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ney Dobell and Algernon Charles Swinburne. “I 
have just read over Wuthering Heights,” wrote 
Charlotte Bronté in her preface to the 1850 edition 
of her sister’s book, “and, for the first time, have 
obtained a clear glimpse of what are termed (and, 
perhaps, really are) its faults.... Wuthering Heights 
must appear a rude and strange production ... in a 
great measure unintelligible, and—where intelligi- 
ble—tepulsive.” The preface was intended as a de- 
fense of the writer and the work and must have 
achieved its aim, for the second edition of the novel 
was received more favorably. Algernon Charles 
Swinburne, writing in The Athenaeum in 1883, ad- 
mitted to the awkward construction and clumsy 
method of narration “which no reader ... can un- 
dertake to deny,” although these were minor faults. 
He was more troubled by “the savage note or the 
sickly symptom of a morbid ferocity,” but was 
overall so impressed by the “special and distinctive 
character of its passion” that “it is certain that those 
who do like it will like nothing very much better 
in the whole world of poetry or prose.” 


A monograph by Charles Percy Sanger pub- 
lished in 1926 marked a major turning point in crit- 
ical appreciation of the sophistication and com- 
plexity of the writing in Wuthering Heights, and 
today the novel is indisputably considered a work 
of genius. That critics cannot agree whether the 
book falls more neatly into the Gothic or Roman- 
tic literary tradition is accepted as further evidence 
of the work’s uniqueness. In his introduction to the 
novel, David Daiches argues that the central ques- 
tion of Wuthering Heights is “Who and what is 
Heathcliff?”, a question Daiches argues can be an- 
swered only by looking at the effect Heathcliff has 
on those around him. While Daiches agrees with 
the conventional view that the relationship between 
Heathcliff and the first Catherine is “curiously” 
sexless, he does find persuasive Thomas Moser’s 
(1962) case for recurring sexual symbolism in the 
novel. Daiches echoes other critics in praising the 
book’s narrative structure and other elements of its 
organization. He places special emphasis on the de- 
tails of everyday living, and descriptions of food 
and hearth, that help to anchor the story and to make 
it believable. “One of Emily Bronté’s most extra- 
ordinary achievements in this novel is the domi- 
ciling of the monstrous in the ordinary rhythms of 
life and work, thereby making it at the same time 
less monstrous and more disturbing.” Tom Win- 
nifrith, in the Dictionary of Literary Biography, 
picks up on the idea of Heathcliff as a force of na- 


ture and attributes his attraction in part to his as- 
sociation with the landscape and to his honesty, 
however brutal. This last idea highlights one of 
many ambiguities of the novel, a strength often 
commented on by scholars and critics. “Bronté’s 
defiance of rigid categories and her refusal to di- 
vide people into saints and sinners,” says Win- 
nifrith, “is very un-Victorian.... Heathcliff’s cru- 
elty and Cathy’s selfishness do not prevent them 
from being attractive. The Lintons are spoiled and 
weak, but Isabella’s and her son’s sufferings and 
Edgar’s devotion to his wife win them sympathy.” 
Winnifrith dismisses the oft-cited effort to fit the 
novel into an overall framework of storm and 
calm—that is, storm and calm opposed in the per- 
sons of Catherine and Heathcliff, but fused in the 
union of Catherine and Hareton—proposed by Lord 
David Cecil in Early Victorian Novelists (1934) as 
too schematic. He argues that some modern socio- 
logical interpretations ignore the book’s enigmatic 
ending. Other modern critical articles on the novel, 
he says, “tend to be eccentric or to deal with only 
a very small section of the book.” In an essay in 
Reference Guide to English Literature, Winifred 
Gerin describes the message of “the indissoluble 
nature of earthly love” as “profoundly metaphysi- 
cal,” its original failure easily explained by its 
gothic atmosphere, no longer in fashion at the time 
of publication. Gerin attributes the novel’s “curi- 
ous and lasting appeal” to the “unflagging excite- 
ment of the plot; the wild moorland setting; [and] 
... the originality of the characters.” She calls 
Heathcliff’s self-induced death by starvation “one 
of the most powerful and daring climaxes in Eng- 
lish fiction.” 


“Whether it is right or advisable to create 
things like Heathcliff, I do not know,” wrote Char- 
lotte Bronté at the end of the preface to the 1850 
edition. “I scarcely think it is. But this I know; the 
writer who possesses the creative gift owns some- 
thing of which he is not always master—something 
that at times strangely wills and works for itself.” 
It is English literature’s gain that Emily lost her- 
self in her creation. 


Criticism 


Donna C. Woodford 

In the following essay, Woodford, a doctoral 
candidate at Washington University, explores how 
an examination of the patterns that recur through- 
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out Wuthering Heights provide a useful way of 
reading and interpreting the novel. 


Wuthering Heights was the only novel Emily 
Bronté ever published, and both it and the book 
of poetry she published with her sisters were 
printed under the pen name, Ellis Bell, a name 
which Emily chose because she was afraid works 
published under a woman’s name would not be 
taken seriously. Emily Bronté died shortly after 
her book was published and just prior to her thir- 
tieth birthday, but her single novel remains one of 
the classics of English literature. Wuthering 
Heights is a complex novel, and critics have ap- 
proached it from many different standpoints. Fem- 
inist critics have examined the strong female char- 
acters and their oppression by and resistance to 
violent men. Marxist critics have pointed to the 
class differences that set in motion the primary 
conflicts of Wuthering Heights, and psychoana- 
lytic critics have analyzed the dreams that fil! the 
book. While all of these approaches are useful and 
valid, Wuthering Heights is, above all, a book of 
repeating cycles and recurring patterns, and per- 
haps the simplest way to begin an examination of 
this book is by tracing the course and resolution 
of some of these patterns. 


When Lockwood spends the night at the 
Heights, he finds the window ledge covered with 
“a name repeated in all kinds of characters, large 
and small—Catherine Earnshaw, here and there 
varied to Catherine Heathcliff, and then again to 
Catherine Linton.” Indeed, the repetition and vari- 
ation of these four names, Catherine, Earnshaw, 
Heathcliff, and Linton, fills the book just as the 
writing fills the window ledge. The original Cather- 
ine begins life as Catherine Earnshaw. In what 
Terry Eagleton in Case Studies In Contemporary 
Criticism: Wuthering Heights calls “a crucial act of 
self-betrayal and bad faith,” she rejects the oppor- 
tunity to become Catherine Heathcliff and instead 
becomes Catherine Linton. She then gives birth to 
another Catherine Linton, who enters the world 
only hours before her mother leaves it, and this sec- 
ond Catherine first marries Linton Heathcliff, be- 
coming Catherine Heathcliff, and finally, at the end 
of the book, becomes engaged to Hareton Earn- 
shaw. The cycle of names thus comes full circle as 
this final marriage will give the second Catherine 
the original name of the first. 


At the same time, Catherine’s marriage with 
Hareton completes another cycle—the union of 
souls for which the reader has longed. The second 
Catherine is in many ways a reincarnation of her 


Volume 2 


Wuthering 


Heights 





e The Complete Poems of Emily Jane Brontë 
(1910) is a collection of Brontë’s metaphysical 


poetry. 


¢ The memorable heroine of Charlotte Bronté’s 
Jane Eyre (1847) finds love with her moody em- 
ployer, Mr. Rochester, but manages not to give 
up her independence. 


¢ George Eliot’s Middlemarch: A Study of Provin- 
cial Life (1871-72) is a portrait of life in a small 
rural town. George Eliot was the pseudonym of 
Mary Ann Evans. 


+ Frankenstein (1818) is Mary Wollstonecraft 
Sheiley’s gothic tale of destructive pride. Dr. 
Victor Frankenstein makes a living monster out 
of inanimate matter and is ultimately destroyed 
by his creation. 





mother. Though she is softened by the characteris- 
tics which she has inherited from her father, she has 
“the Earnshaw’s handsome, dark eyes” and, as 
Nelly states, she has the same “capacity for intense 
attachments” as her mother. Similarly, Hareton is a 
gentler version of his oppressor and foster father, 
Heathcliff. Though Heathcliff does his best to make 
Hareton a tool of his revenge against the first 
Catherine’s brother Hindley Earnshaw, he succeeds 
instead in creating a reproduction of himself. He re- 
veals his own knowledge of this strange turn of 
events when he tells Nelly, “Hareton [seems] a per- 
sonification of my youth .... the ghost of my im- 
mortal love, of my wild endeavours to hold my 
right, my degradation, my pride, my happiness, and 
my anguish.” Thus, even more than the reunion of 
Catherine’s and Heathcliff’s ghosts, the union of 
their spiritual descendants gives the reader the im- 
pression that a great wrong has finally been set right. 

In addition to being later versions of Heath- 
cliff and the first Catherine, Hareton and the sec- 
ond Catherine are the last in a long line of orphans 
and outcasts. In an article in American Imago Philip 
K. Wion has observed that the absence of mothers 
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in Wuthering Heights has a profound effect on the 
identities of the orphaned children, and certainly 
the book is full of orphaned and abandoned char- 
acters seeking fulfillment through union with oth- 
ers. Heathcliff, of course, is a foundling taken in 
by Mr. Earnshaw, and after the old man’s death 
Hindley makes him an outcast. The first Catherine, 
also orphaned by Earnshaw’s death, becomes still 
more isolated after Heathcliff’s departure. Heath- 
cliff has been her one true companion, so much a 
part of herself that she tells Nelly, “if all else per- 
ished, and he remained, I should still continue to 
be; and, if all else remained, and he were annihi- 
lated, the Universe would turn to a mighty 
stranger.” The loss of her soul mate thus leaves her 
alone in the world, and her death, likewise, orphans 
him for a second time, leaving him “lonely, like the 
devil, and envious like him.” The next generation 
fares no better. Linton Heathcliff loses his mother 
and is raised by a father who despises him; Hare- 
ton’s mother dies shortly after his birth, and the 
death of his alcoholic and abusive father leaves him 
penniless and at the mercy of Heathcliff. Likewise, 
the second Catherine is born only hours before her 
mother’s death, and the death of her father leaves 
her “destitute of cash and friends.” Once again, it 
is the marriage of Hareton and Catherine that will 
bring this cycle of orphanhood to a close. The 
housekeeper, Nelly, proudly tells the tenant Lock- 
wood that they are both “in a measure, [her] chil- 
dren,” and the union of her two charges finally ends 
the progression of lonely, isolated, orphaned indi- 
viduals. 


Heathcliff’ s death and the second Catherine’s 
gaining control of the property also bring to an end 
the series of tyrannical men who rule the Heights 
with violence and curses. The first Mr. Earnshaw 
is easily vexed, and “suspected slights of his au- 
thority nearly [throw] him into fits.” Hindley, Mr. 
Earnshaw’s successor, is still worse. He threatens 
to “demolish the first who puts [him] out of tem- 
per,” and his abuse of Heathcliff is “enough to 
make a fiend of a saint.” Heathcliff, in his turn, 
does turn out to be a fiend, and deserves the term 
“Devil daddy” with which young Hareton christens 
him. He takes pleasure in inflicting on Hindley’s 
son the same abuse which Hindley had given 
Heathcliff because he wants to see “if one tree 
won’t grow as crooked as another, with the same 
wind to twist it,” and he values his own son only 
because he wants “the triumph of seeing [his] de- 
scendent fairly lord of their estates; [his] child hir- 
ing their children, to till their father’s lands for 
wages.” Thus, even Heathcliff’ s plot to reverse past 


patterns by making his chiłd lord of the Earnshaws 
and Lintons, only results in the reestablishment of 
an old pattern. Heathcliff, the former victim of 
tyranny, becomes yet another tyrannical man rul- 
ing Wuthering Heights. This cycle is only broken 
when, after Heathcliff’s death, the property is 
granted to the second Catherine, the first woman in 
the book to own her own property. Her marriage 
to Hareton will, of course, make her property his, 
but it seems unlikely that his “honest, warm, intel- 
ligent nature” will allow him to become a tyrant 
like his predecessors. The pattern of violent men 
ruling the Heights, like so many other patterns in 
the book, ends with the death of Heathcliff and the 
marriage of the second Catherine and Hareton. 


Source: Donna C. Woodford, in an essay for Novels for 
Students, Gale, 1997. 


Annette R. Federico 


In the following essay, Federico maintains that 
Wuthering Heights is a bildungsroman—a novel 
which outlines the initiation of a young character 
into adulthood—focusing on the development of 
young Cathy Linton rather than that of her mother. 


In their study of nineteenth-century women 
writers, The Madwoman in the Attic, Sandra M. 
Gilbert and Susan Gubar argue persuasively that 
because the story of Wuthering Heights is built 
around a central fall—generally understood to be 
Catherine and Heathcliff’s anti-Miltonic fall from 
hell to heaven—‘‘a description of the novel as in 
part a Bildungsroman about a girl’s passage from 
‘innocence’ to ‘experience’ (leaving aside the pre- 
cise meaning of these terms) would probably be 
widely accepted.” 


This is an interesting interpretation, and bril- 
liantly demonstrated. But like other views of 
Wuthering Heights as a feminine Bildungsroman, 
the focus of development is Catherine, and by as- 
sociation her male doppelganger Heathcliff. The 
emphasis upon the first generation of the Heights 
is, of course, important, and certainly Catherine and 
Heathcliff suffer their own peculiar rites of passage 
in their search for identity and wholeness. And yet 
it is curious that the tortured first generation of 
Wuthering Heights fail to develop a mature under- 
standing of themselves and others—in fact, Cather- 
ine and Heathcliff actually shrink from full partic- 
ipation in adult life, regressing into the adolescent 
preoccupation with self and the desperate need to 
feel loved. Catherine, especially, is not so much 
struggling to grow up as she is struggling not to: it 
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is significant that it is the “waif’ not the woman 
who appears in Lockwood’s terrifying dream. 


So the critical view of Catherine and Heath- 
cliff as Bildungsroman protagonists neglects these 
characters’ inability to interpret experience realis- 
tically and face the limitations of adulthood. In fact, 
in terms of the first generation, Wuthering Heights 
is not a Bildungsroman at all, but an Entwickslun- 
groman, a novel of mere physical passage without 
psychological development. Catherine and her 
male soul-mate remain stubbornly adolescent from 
beginning to end; granted, they are triumphant, re- 
bellious, passionate characters, and Emily Bronté 
is obviously celebrating the untamed and undisci- 
plined spirit of adolescent love. But in view of this 
first generation, Wuthering Heights is less a novel 
of development than a novel of arrested childhood. 
It is actually with Catherine’s death in childbirth 
that Bronté’s Bildungsroman begins. In fact, the 
second half of Wuthering Heights and the concern 
with young Cathy is a fascinating variation of the 
prototypic novel of female education in the nine- 
teenth century, a dramatization of the struggle to 
relinquish childhood for the duties of womanhood 
in the most traditional, romantic capacity: marriage 
with the man of one’s choice. Cathy emerges from 
a relatively happy childhood and a lonely adoles- 
cence as an assertive, sharing, and contented adult 
who is prepared to accept the responsibilities and 
limitations of marriage. 


Cathy’s marriage to Hareton is in a sense a re- 
vision of her mother’s unsuccessful marriage to 
Edgar Linton, and a significant role reversal of the 
traditional feminine Bildungsroman in which a 
woman can achieve intellectual and social ad- 
vancement only through marriage. For example, the 
elder Catherine looks at marriage as a means of 
achieving outward sophistication, as well as an es- 
cape from mental! and emotional stagnation: Edgar 
is the man who will define her, who will shape her 
identity and give her status—“He will be rich, and 
I shall be the greatest woman of the neighborhood, 
and I shall be proud to have such a husband,” she 
tells Nelly Dean. Catherine’s selfish and short- 
sighted attitude toward marriage is not only in- 
dicative of her childish sensibilities, but under- 
scores the traditional theme of the feminine 
Bildungsroman—that is, the woman must seek 
knowledge by attaching herself to a knowledgeable 
male. Bronté varies this theme in her description 
of young Cathy’s courtship with Hareton; instead 
of marrying to be advanced, Bronté’s true female 
Bildungsroman protagonist marries in order to ad- 
vance the intellectual and moral status of the male. 
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In young Cathy, Bronté gives us a woman whose 
acquired humility, patience, and affection yield 
what promises to be a satisfying marriage and a 
mutual broadening of experience. More than her 
mother, Cathy represents a successful passage 
through the difficult rites of adolescence: the search 
for self, and the sharing of self with others. 


If one looks closely at the novel, it becomes 
clear that Cathy and Hareton are not merely wa- 
tered down versions of Catherine and Heathcliff, 
as Richard Chase suggests. Although the strange, 
transcendental love of the first generation of the 
Heights is more stirring, more piquant than the set- 
tled affections of Cathy and Hareton, it is only be- 
cause their type of frenzied passion is so rare—and 
so typical of adolescence. It is well to ask why 
Catherine marries Edgar at all, considering her feel- 
ings for Heathcliff; her naive belief that she can 
have both Edgar—who represents culture and se- 
curity—and Heathcliff, who is the embodiment of 
sexual and natural energy, proves her complete in- 
ability to understand reality outside of her own nar- 
row perspective. When Nelly Dean suggests that 
by marrying Edgar, Catherine will lose Heathcliff, 
she is incredulous: “Oh, that’s not what I intend— 
that’s not what I mean! I shouldn’t be Mrs. Linton 
were such a price demanded! He’! be as much to 
me as he has been all his lifetime. Edgar must shake 
off his antipathy and tolerate him, at least. He will 
when he learns my true feelings....” It is obvious 
that Catherine is entering marriage with the stub- 
born adolescent sensibility that she can have her 
cake and eat it, too. Of course, this has been her 
spoiled way of looking at life all along; many times 
in the novel Bronté portrays Catherine as a selfish, 
demanding, manipulative child. “I demand it!” is, 
in fact, Catherine’s favorite expression, and com- 
pletely consistent with the adolescent determina- 
tion to have everything. 


By contrast, young Cathy gradually develops a 
sensitivity towards the feelings and needs of others. 
This is most explicit in her devotion to her father, 
Edgar Linton—and a complete contrast to Cather- 
ine’s “naughty delight” in provoking Mr. Earnshaw. 
The young Cathy tells Nelly, “I fret about nothing 
on earth except papa’s illness.... And Pll never— 
never—oh, never, while I have my senses, do any- 
thing to vex him. I love him better than myself...” 
Cathy’s comparatively happy childhood has cer- 
tainly influenced her idealized view of Edgar Lin- 
ton, and she is naturally submissive to patriarchal 
authority. But Cathy is not without spirit; she ex- 
hibits the typical adolescent preoccupation with 
love intrigues, and shares her mother’s rebellious- 
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ness and scorn for those who interfere with her 
plans. The important difference between the two 
generations is in the nature of the rebellion; Cather- 
ine’s disregard for others— all others, except her 
other-self, Heathcliff—has a cruel, manipulative 
quality that takes pleasure in deceitfulness and in 
“punishing” others for their lack of devotion to her. 
Her many melodramatic “scenes” illustrate Cather- 
ine’s acting talent in the service of narcissism: as a 
child, after an argument with Edgar Linton, she says 
to him, “...get away! And now I'll cry—T’ll cry my- 
self sick!” and she proceeds to deliver a perfect fit 
of weeping which softens poor Edgar’s heart. 
Catherine never outgrows these willful displays of 
mad emotion, and by feigning a fit to arouse her 
husband’s concern, she ultimately brings about her 
own death. She begs Nelly to tell Edgar she is “in 
danger of being seriously ill.... I want to frighten 
him.... Will you do so, my good Nelly? You are 
aware that I am in no way blameable in this mat- 
ter.” Catherine often uses Nelly Dean as an instru- 
ment for her guile: “... and remind Edgar of my 
passionate temper verging, when kindled, on 
frenzy.” Certainly Catherine’s last performance is 
magnificent, if unsuccessful, for even Nelly is star- 
tled by “the aspect of death” her mistress is able to 
assume. This undisciplined and domineering 
child—the little girl who wanted her father to bring 
her a whip from Liverpool—fails to mature at all 
because she never learns to control her perverse ego- 
tism. That in her last breath Catherine looks to Nelly 
“like a child reviving” aptly suggests the adolescent 
spirit of the woman’s rebellion, a fatal result of 
Catherine’s last scene of “mad resolution.” 


Unlike her mother’s obsessiveness, young 
Cathy’s rebellion is actually a healthy curiosity 
about her relatives at Wuthering Heights. Certainly 
it is not surprising that a young and intelligent girl 
who has not been beyond the range of the park be- 
fore the age of thirteen, whose only companion is 
her nurse, and whose only amusements are ram- 
bling on the moors and reading, should be eager to 
make new acquaintances. And of course Cathy 
passes through certain predictable stages of ado- 
lescence; but unlike her mother, she does pass 
through, and restlessness, romantic love, and re- 
bellion are only stages of her development. For ex- 
ample, Cathy and Linton Heathcliff’s “love affair” 
is typical of the adolescent absorption with ro- 
mantic notions, and the fact that the relationship is 
somehow taboo makes it all the more alluring. 
Cathy exaggerates the importance of her love let- 
ters, weeping and pleading to Nelly “to spare one 
or two.” Nelly Dean’s common sense reply to the 


mere suggestion of Cathy loving Linton is, “Lov- 
ing! Pretty loving indeed, and both times together 
you have seen Linton hardly four hours in your 
life!” That Cathy is able to open her mind to this 
objective, adult point of view is a credit to her ma- 
turity, and something the older Catherine never 
learned to do. 


In her relationship to Linton, Cathy begins to 
learn that her desires are complex and that her ex- 
perience of reality must be reconciled to actual re- 
ality—in other words, her view of Linton Heath- 
cliff as “a pretty little darling” must be reconciled 
to Nelly’s less generous description: “The worst- 
tempered bit of a sickly slip that ever struggled into 
its teens!” In learning to distinguish between what 
she thinks she wants (Linton) and what she really 
wants (an energetic and empathetic companion), 
Cathy begins to achieve the disciplined growth and 
broad perspective which is the undertaking of the 
Bildungsroman protagonist. Simply the way she 
handles Heathcliff and her captivity at Wuthering 
Heights demonstrates an intelligent, unselfish, and 
practical kind of defiance which Catherine never 
displayed, because Catherine acknowledged only 
her own needs and desires. When Linton says, 
“You must obey my father, you must,” Cathy 
replies, “I must obey my own,” reflecting her grow- 
ing sense of responsibility. After her forced mar- 
riage, she is prepared to accept the consequences 
of her situation by loving Linton in spite of Heath- 
cliff—“You cannot make us hate each other!” 
Cathy remains dignified and controlled, and speaks 
“with a kind of dreary triumph: she seemed to have 
made up her mind to enter into the spirit of her fu- 
ture family, and draw pleasure from the griefs of 
her enemies.” 


If Nelly’s narrative makes Cathy’s behavior 
sound reminiscent of the older Catherine’s venge- 
ful fits, it should be pointed out that Cathy’s “en- 
emies” are real, not fancied, conspirators. Heath- 
cliff at this point has kidnapped her, kept her from 
her dying father, abused her physically, and forced 
her to marry his sickly, peevish son. Cathy’s situ- 
ation is wretched, almost hopeless; when Linton 
dies shortly after their degenerate union, she is left 
at Wuthering Heights with only Hareton and Heath- 
cliff. And here her bildung or education needs to 
be emphasized. Part of education and development 
is arriving at an understanding of one’s value; this, 
I would argue, is the major undertaking of adoles- 
cence. The older Catherine never sees herself real- 
istically. She has notions of superiority and self im- 
portance that can be justified only in terms of her 
exceptionally passionate nature and her extraordi- 
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nary bond to Heathcliff. Catherine’s immature and 
narrow vision cannot imagine that she is not the 
central concern in everyone else’s life. It is almost 
an epiphany when she says to Nelly, “How strange! 
I thought, though everybody hated and despised 
each other, they could not avoid loving me.” De- 
spite Heathcliff’s furious devotion and her hus- 
band’s genuine affection, Catherine always feels 
unloved and undervalued. Even as she is dying, she 
cries, “That is how I am loved!” like a self-pitying 
child. Nor does Catherine value the love of others: 
“T have such faith in Linton’s love,” she says, “that 
I believe I might kill him, and he wouldn’t wish to 
retaliate.” Rarely if ever is Catherine described as 
a loving person, one who is willing to give the self 
freely to another; even her professed love for 
Heathcliff is strangely qualified by her claim, “I am 
Heathcliff!” He seems to be only a kind of narcis- 
sistic double. 


Young Cathy of course wants to be loved, but 
unlike her mother she is willing to take the risks 
and suffer the consequences of loving another. 
When she kisses Hareton in an effort to make 
peace, she is conquering her pride and scorn—and 
her loneliness—in a way that truly suggests matu- 
rity. She is beginning to see herself in relation to 
others, beginning to develop a realistic adult per- 
spective. For example, Cathy knows she has been 
unfair and cruel to Hareton, and sincerely tries to 
improve their relationship in the best—the most 
straightforward—way she knows how. “When I 
call you stupid, I don’t mean anything—I don’t 
mean that I despise you,” she explains, and by ar- 
ticulating her meaning she arrives at a closer un- 
derstanding of the way she affects others. By hum- 
bling herself, Cathy learns to master herself, and 
by offering her friendship to Hareton, she is on the 
verge of a new, perhaps more traditional, kind of 
education: marriage. But the marriage of Cathy and 
Hareton is not the traditional union of the male 
teacher/master and the female learner/servant. By 
reversing the roles and making Cathy the educator, 
Wuthering Heights takes on the aspects of a new 
feminine Bildungsroman in which a woman emerg- 
ing from childhood and adolescence approaches 
marriage not merely as a means of social advance- 
ment, or knowledge, or security, but as a mutual 
broadening of experience in which love balances 
power, with “both their minds tending to the same 
point.” 

So it is with the second generation of the 
Heights that Bronté begins her feminine Bil- 
dungsroman. If Catherine and Heathcliff have a 
more tumultuous and exciting story, it may be be- 
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cause theirs is the tale of arrested childhood, a fu- 
rious protest against the necessity of growing up. 
Perhaps Cathy’s struggle is less stormy and her fu- 
ture too settled and neat to satisfy our lingering ado- 
lescent admiration for rebellion, stubborn self sat- 
isfaction, and emotional intensity. But in the world 
of Wuthering Heights, as in our own, the passage 
from innocence to experience is an awkward limbo, 
a thin papery wall, between two selves—between 
the waif outside the window, and the woman 
within. 

Source: Annette R. Federico, “The Waif at the Window: 


Emily Bronté’s Feminine ‘Bildungsroman’,” in The Victo- 
rian Newsletter, No. 68, Fall, 1985, pp. 26-28. 


Vereen M. Bell 


In the following essay, Bell comments on moral 
themes in Wuthering Heights, focusing in particu- 
lar on the Biblical allusions in narrator Lock- 
wood’s first dream. 


The two dreams Lockwood experiences early 
in Wuthering Heights—the first of a visit to Gim- 
merton Kirk, and the second of a visit from the 
ghost-child Catherine—have recently received crit- 
ical attention from Ruth M. Adams and Edgar 
Shannon. Of the two interpretations Shannon’s 
[“Lockwood’s Dreams and the Exegesis of Wuther- 
ing Heights, Nineteenth-Century Fiction, Septem- 
ber, 1959] seems the most convincing in that it of- 
fers the only plausible source for the Biblical 
allusion in the first dream; but in discussing the re- 
lationship of the dream sermon and its title to the 
tragedy of Heathcliff and Catherine, Shannon ig- 
nores significant aspects of the dream itself, and 
consequently the value of his interpretation seems 
impaired somewhat, like Miss Adams’s, by its own 
ingenuity. 


The preacher that Lockwood hears in the first 
dream is Jabes Branderham, and the sermon is en- 
titled “Seventy Times Seven and the First of the 
Seventy-first.” Shannon identifies the sermon’s 
text as Matt. 18: 21-22. In this passage Peter asks 
Jesus, “Lord, how oft shall my brother sin against 
me, and I forgive him? Till seven times?” and Je- 
sus answers, “I say not unto thee Until seven times: 
but, Until seventy times seven.” “The First of the 
Seventy-first,” then, Shannon asserts, “advances 
the idea of an unpardonable sin beyond the ordi- 
nary scale of human wrongs.” The subsequent 
nightmare, he continues, connects this idea with 
Catherine, who appears as an outcast, and we are 
asked to believe that it is she who has committed 
the unforgivable sin by marrying Edgar and deny- 
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ing the “natural and elemental affinity” inherent in 
her love for Heathcliff. “Adhered to, [love] is at 
once the source of joy and harmony; rejected or 
subverted, it becomes the fountainhead of enmity 
and strife.” 


One cannot challenge Shannon’s assertion 
that thematically Wuthering Heights displays the 
“destructive consequences of thwarted love”; but 
it seems both unfair and inexact to imply that the 
guilt devolves upon Catherine exclusively. More- 
over such an interpretation does not seem to be 
substantiated by a close reading of the literal and 
symbolic action of Lockwood’s first dream. Shan- 
non implies that the nature of the unpardonable 
sin is merely hinted at rather than defined, and 
that the reader is left to infer its nature from the 
second dream and from the the action that follows. 
In fact, however, through a curious kind of logi- 
cal paradox, the unpardonable sin is defined 
within the action of the dream itself. Not long af- 
ter Branderham’s sermon opens Lockwood begins 
to fidget, laboring under the four hundred and 
ninety heads of discourse—each in itself the 
length of a separate sermon. Finally, when Bran- 
derham reaches the “First of the Seventy-first” 
Lockwood can bear it no longer; he rises and de- 
nounces Branderham as 


the sinner of the sin that no Christian need pardon 
[emphasis supplied]. Seventy times seven times have 
I plucked up my hat and been about to depart—Sev- 
enty times seven times have you preposterously 
forced me to resume my seat. The four hundred and 
ninety-first is too much. Fellow-martyrs, have at him! 


Branderham’s reply is equally significant as he 
turns the congregation back upon Lockwood. 


“Thous art the Man!” cried Jabes.... “Seventy times 
seven times didst thou gapingly contort thy visage— 
seventy times seven times did I take counsel with my 
soul—Lo, this is human weakness; this also may be 
absolved! The First of the Seventy-first is come fem- 
phasis supplied]. Brethren, execute upon him the 
judgment written....” 


Lockwood himself, in other words, commits 
(in the dream at least) the unforgivable sin in ac- 
cusing Branderham of that sin no Christian need 
pardon. That is, the unforgivable sin is to accuse 
another of committing the unforgivable sin—or, 
more simply put, the absence of forgiveness, of for- 
bearance, of mercy. Each man forgives the other 
four hundred and ninety times, as Jesus enjoins, but 
neither has the charity to forbear the four hundred 
and ninety-first offense; each then denounces the 
other, and chaos erupts—‘‘Every man’s hand was 
against his neighbour.” 


Moreover, it is manifestly forgiveness, and not, 
as Shannon suggests, sin that Jesus is talking about; 
Peter in using the verb sin refers to a personal of- 
fense, not to mortal transgression; and of course 
what Jesus is urging is perpetual forgiveness, per- 
petual charity, only he phrases it in finite terms. 


The relation of the dream and its Biblical 
source to the tragedy that follows would seem ob- 
vious. It is the want of forgiveness—or phrased 
positively, it is vengeance—that disrupts the moral 
and social order of Wuthering Heights. Hindley 
cannot forgive Heathcliff for usurping the love of 
his father; so once he is master of the Heights, he 
sees that Heathcliff is methodically humiliated and 
degraded. Heathcliff s degradation in turn enforces 
a physical and psychological separation from 
Catherine which preordains marriage to Edgar Lin- 
ton. When Heathcliff acquires his fortune, he uses 
the power it affords to avenge himself against Hind- 
ley, whom he easily corrupts and destroys; against 
Hareton and Catherine, the children, who of course 
are innocent; against Isabella, who is equally 
blameless; and through all of these, against Edgar 
Linton, whom he hates not just as a rival but as an 
embodiment of everything effete and conventional 
that erodes Catherine’s spirit and finally destroys 
her. Father is turned against son, brother against 
sister, servant against master, husband against wife, 
lover against lover—“Every man’s hand was 
against his neighbour.” 


Catherine is really less a perpetrator than a vic- 
tim of this turmoil. She shares the guilt of course 
because her union with Edgar is the act which has- 
tens the tragedy. But hers is an error in judgment 
rather than a mortal transgression; she marries 
Edgar in faith, naïvely assuming that she can pre- 
serve her intense sibling affinity with Heathcliff 
and perhaps redeem him (and herself) as well. But 
neither man can forgive her for loving the other and 
what he represents. In his last interview with 
Catherine, Heathcliff tells her, “It is hard to for- 
give, and to look at those eyes, and feel those 
wasted hands.... I forgive what you have done to 
me. I love my murderer—but yours! How can 1?” 
Torn between the two men, who inspire contrary 
impulses within her, she grows weak—almost as 
an act of will—and ultimately dies. When she ap- 
pears to Lockwood as a ghost and an outcast, his 
cruelty to her is merely a vivid physical image of 
the emotional torment she has been made to suffer 
during her mortal existence. 


Among those whom Catherine loves there is 
no one who can forgive her human error; there is 
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love abundant for her, but it is always conditional 
love that demands and punishes. Young Catherine 
and Hareton, we are led to believe, eventually come 
to love with patience and understanding, but only 
after Heathcliff’ s influence is removed. And Heath- 
cliff’s rancor merely epitomizes the chief moral de- 
fect of all of the characters concerned. That defect 
would seem to be not so much the denial of love 
that Shannon suggests as love’s failure to attain 
charity, to achieve moral fulfillments as well as 
emotional intensity. 

Source: Vereen M. Bell, “Wuthering Heights and the Un- 


forgivable Sin,” in Nineteenth-Century Fiction, Vol. 17, No. 
2, September, 1962, pp. 188-91. 
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Glossary of Literary Terms 


A 


Abstract: As an adjective applied to writing or lit- 
erary works, abstract refers to words or phrases that 
name things not knowable through the five senses. 


Aestheticism: A literary and artistic movement of 
the nineteenth century. Followers of the movement 
believed that art should not be mixed with social, 
political, or moral teaching. The statement “art for 
art’s sake” is a good summary of aestheticism. The 
movement had its roots in France, but it gained 
widespread importance in England in the last half 
of the nineteenth century, where it helped change 
the Victorian practice of including moral lessons in 
literature. 


Allegory: A narrative technique in which charac- 
ters representing things or abstract ideas are used 
to convey a message or teach a lesson. Allegory is 
typically used to teach moral, ethical, or religious 
lessons but is sometimes used for satiric or politi- 
cal purposes. 


Allusion: A reference to a familiar literary or his- 
torical person or event, used to make an idea more 
easily understood. 


Analogy: A comparison of two things made to ex- 
plain something unfamiliar through its similarities 
to something familiar, or to prove one point based 
on the acceptedness of another. Similes and 
metaphors are types of analogies. 


Antagonist: The major character in a narrative or 
drama who works against the hero or protagonist. 


Volume 2 


Anthropomorphism: The presentation of animals 
or objects in human shape or with human charac- 
teristics. The term is derived from the Greek word 
for “human form.” 


Antihero: A central character in a work of liter- 
ature who lacks traditional heroic qualities such 
as courage, physical prowess, and fortitude. Anti- 
heroes typically distrust conventional values and 
are unable to commit themselves to any ideals. 
They generally feel helpless in a world over which 
they have no control. Antiheroes usually accept, 
and often celebrate, their positions as social out- 
casts. 


Apprenticeship Novel: See Bildungsroman 


Archetype: The word archetype is commonly used 
to describe an original pattern or model from which 
all other things of the same kind are made. This 
term was introduced to literary criticism from the 
psychology of Carl Jung. It expresses Jung’s the- 
ory that behind every person’s “unconscious,” or 
repressed memories of the past, lies the “collective 
unconscious” of the human race: memories of the 
countless typical experiences of our ancestors. 
These memories are said to prompt illogical asso- 
ciations that trigger powerful emotions in the 
reader. Often, the emotional process is primitive, 
even primordial. Archetypes are the literary images 
that grow out of the “collective unconscious.” They 
appear in literature as incidents and plots that re- 
peat basic patterns of life. They may also appear as 
stereotyped characters. 
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Avant-garde: French term meaning “vanguard.” It 
is used in literary criticism to describe new writing 
that rejects traditional approaches to literature in 
favor of innovations in style or content. 


B 


Beat Movement: A period featuring a group of 
American poets and novelists of the 1950s and 
1960s—including Jack Kerouac, Allen Ginsberg, 
Gregory Corso, William S. Burroughs, and Law- 
rence Ferlinghetti—who rejected established social 
and literary values. Using such techniques as stream 
of consciousness writing and jazz-influenced free 
verse and focusing on unusual or abnormal states 
of mind—generated by religious ecstasy or the use 
of drugs—the Beat writers aimed to create works 
that were unconventional in both form and subject 
matter. 


Bildungsroman: A German word meaning “novel 
of development.” The bildungsroman is a study of 
the maturation of a youthful character, typically 
brought about through a series of social or sexual 
encounters that lead to self-awareness. Bildungs- 
roman is used interchangeably with erziehungsro- 
man, a novel of initiation and education. When a 
bildungsroman is concerned with the development 
of an artist (as in James Joyce’s A Portrait of the 
Artist as a Young Man), it is often termed a kun- 
stlerroman. Also known as Apprenticeship Novel, 
Coming of Age Novel, Erziehungsroman, or Kun- 
stlerroman. 


Black Aesthetic Movement: A period of artistic 
and literary development among African Ameri- 
cans in the 1960s and early 1970s. This was the 
first major African-American artistic movement 
since the Harlem Renaissance and was closely par- 
alleled by the civil rights and black power move- 
ments. The black aesthetic writers attempted to pro- 
duce works of art that would be meaningful to the 
black masses. Key figures in black aesthetics in- 
cluded one of its founders, poet and playwright 
Amiri Baraka, formerly known as LeRoi Jones; 
poet and essayist Haki R. Madhubuti, formerly Don 
L. Lee; poet and playwright Sonia Sanchez; and 
dramatist Ed Bullins. Also known as Black Arts 
Movement. 


Black Humor: Writing that places grotesque ele- 
ments side by side with humorous ones in an at- 
tempt to shock the reader, forcing him or her to 
laugh at the horrifying reality of a disordered world. 
Also known as Black Comedy. 


Burlesque: Any literary work that uses exaggera- 
tion to make its subject appear ridiculous, either by 
treating a trivial subject with profound seriousness 
or by treating a dignified subject frivolously. The 
word “burlesque” may also be used as an adjective, 
as in “burlesque show,” to mean “striptease act.” 


C 


Character: Broadly speaking, a person in a liter- 
ary work. The actions of characters are what con- 
stitute the plot of a story, novel, or poem. There are 
numerous types of characters, ranging from sim- 
ple, stereotypical figures to intricate, multifaceted 
ones. In the techniques of anthropomorphism and 
personification, animals—and even places or 
things—can assume aspects of character. “Charac- 
terization” is the process by which an author cre- 
ates vivid, believable characters in a work of art. 
This may be done in a variety of ways, including 
(1) direct description of the character by the narra- 
tor; (2) the direct presentation of the speech, 
thoughts, or actions of the character; and (3) the re- 
sponses of other characters to the character. The 
term “character” also refers to a form originated by 
the ancient Greek writer Theophrastus that later be- 
came popular in the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries. It is a short essay or sketch of a person 
who prominently displays a specific attribute or 
quality, such as miserliness or ambition. 


Climax: The turning point in a narrative, the mo- 
ment when the conflict is at its most intense. Typ- 
ically, the structure of stories, novels, and plays is 
one of rising action, in which tension builds to the 
climax, followed by falling action, in which ten- 
sion lessens as the story moves to its conclusion. 


Colloquialism: A word, phrase, or form of pro- 
nunciation that is acceptable in casual conversation 
but not in formal, written communication. It is con- 
sidered more acceptable than slang. 


Coming of Age Novel: See Bildungsroman 


Concrete: Concrete is the opposite of abstract, and 
refers to a thing that actually exists or a descrip- 
tion that allows the reader to experience an object 
or concept with the senses. 


Connotation: The impression that a word gives be- 
yond its defined meaning. Connotations may be 
universally understood or may be significant only 
to a certain group. 


Convention: Any widely accepted literary device, 
style, or form. 
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Denotation: The definition of a word, apart from 
the impressions or feelings it creates (connotations) 
in the reader. 


Denouement: A French word meaning “the un- 
knotting.” In literary criticism, it denotes the reso- 
lution of conflict in fiction or drama. The denoue- 
ment follows the climax and provides an outcome 
to the primary plot situation as well as an expla- 
nation of secondary plot complications. The de- 
nouement often involves a character’s recognition 
of his or her state of mind or moral condition. Also 
known as Falling Action. 


Description: Descriptive writing is intended to al- 
low a reader to picture the scene or setting in which 
the action of a story takes place. The form this de- 
scription takes often evokes an intended emotional 
response—a dark, spooky graveyard will evoke 
fear, and a peaceful, sunny meadow will evoke 
calmness. 


Dialogue: In its widest sense, dialogue is simply 
conversation between people in a literary work; in 
its most restricted sense, it refers specifically to the 
speech of characters in a drama. As a specific lit- 
erary genre, a “dialogue” is a composition in which 
characters debate an issue or idea. 


Diction: The selection and arrangement of words 
in a literary work. Either or both may vary de- 
pending on the desired effect. There are four gen- 
eral types of diction: “formal,” used in scholarly or 
lofty writing; “informal,” used in relaxed but edu- 
cated conversation; “colloquial,” used in everyday 
speech; and “slang,” containing newly coined words 
and other terms not accepted in formal usage. 


Didactic: A term used to describe works of litera- 
ture that aim to teach some moral, religious, polit- 
ical, or practical lesson. Although didactic elements 
are often found in artistically pleasing works, the 
term “didactic” usually refers to literature in which 
the message is more important than the form. The 
term may also be used to criticize a work that the 
critic finds “overly didactic,” that is, heavy-handed 
in its delivery of a lesson. 


Doppelganger: A literary technique by which a 
character is duplicated (usually in the form of an 
alter ego, though sometimes as a ghostly counter- 
part) or divided into two distinct, usually opposite 
personalities. The use of this character device is 
widespread in nineteenth- and twentieth-century 
literature, and indicates a growing awareness 
among authors that the “self” is really a composite 
of many “selves.” Also known as The Double. 
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Double Entendre: A corruption of a French phrase 
meaning “double meaning.” The term is used to in- 
dicate a word or phrase that is deliberately am- 
biguous, especially when one of the meanings is 
risqué or improper. 

Dramatic Irony: Occurs when the audience of a 
play or the reader of a work of literature knows 
something that a character in the work itself does 
not know. The irony is in the contrast between the 
intended meaning of the statements or actions of a 
character and the additional information under- 
stood by the audience. 


Dystopia: An imaginary place in a work of fiction 
where the characters lead dehumanized, fearful 
lives. 


E 


Edwardian: Describes cultural conventions iden- 
tified with the period of the reign of Edward VII 
of England (1901-1910). Writers of the Edwardian 
Age typically displayed a strong reaction against 
the propriety and conservatism of the Victorian 
Age. Their work often exhibits distrust of author- 
ity in religion, politics, and art and expresses strong 
doubts about the soundness of conventional values. 


Empathy: A sense of shared experience, including 
emotional and physical feelings, with someone or 
something other than oneself. Empathy is often 
used to describe the response of a reader to a liter- 
ary character. 


Enlightenment, The: An_ eighteenth-century 
philosophical movement. It began in France but had 
a wide impact throughout Europe and America. 
Thinkers of the Enlightenment valued reason and 
believed that both the individual and society could 
achieve a state of perfection. Corresponding to this 
essentially humanist vision was a resistance to re- 
ligious authority. 

Epigram: A saying that makes the speaker’s point 
quickly and concisely. Often used to preface a 
novel. 


Epilogue: A concluding statement or section of a 
literary work. In dramas, particularly those of the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the epilogue 
is a closing speech, often in verse, delivered by an 
actor at the end of a play and spoken directly to the 
audience. 


Epiphany: A sudden revelation of truth inspired 
by a seemingly trivial incident. 


Episode: An incident that forms part of a story and 
is significantly related to it. Episodes may be ei- 
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ther self-contained narratives or events that depend 


on a larger context for their sense and importance. 


Epistolary Novel: A novel in the form of letters. 
The form was particularly popular in the eighteenth 
century. 


Epithet: A word or phrase, often disparaging or 
abusive, that expresses a character trait of someone 
or something. 


Existentialism: A predominantly twentieth- 
century philosophy concerned with the nature and 
perception of human existence. There are two ma- 
jor strains of existentialist thought: atheistic and 
Christian. Followers of atheistic existentialism be- 
lieve that the individual is alone in a godless uni- 
verse and that the basic human condition is one of 
suffering and loneliness. Nevertheless, because 
there are no fixed values, individuals can create 
their own characters—indeed, they can shape them- 
selves—through the exercise of free will. The athe- 
istic strain culminates in and is popularly associ- 
ated with the works of Jean-Paul Sartre. The 
Christian existentialists, on the other hand, believe 
that only in God may people find freedom from 
life’s anguish. The two strains hold certain beliefs 
in common: that existence cannot be fully under- 
stood or described through empirical effort; that an- 
guish is a universal element of life; that individu- 
als must bear responsibility for their actions; and 
that there is no common standard of behavior or 
perception for religious and ethical matters. 


Expatriates: See Expatriatism 


Expatriatism: The practice of leaving one’s coun- 
try to live for an extended period in another coun- 
try. 

Exposition: Writing intended to explain the nature 
of an idea, thing, or theme. Expository writing is 
often combined with description, narration, or ar- 
gument. In dramatic writing, the exposition is the 
introductory material which presents the characters, 
setting, and tone of the play. 


Expressionism: An indistinct literary term, origi- 
nally used to describe an early twentieth-century 
school of German painting. The term applies to al- 
most any mode of unconventional, highly subjec- 
tive writing that distorts reality in some way. 


F 


Fable: A prose or verse narrative intended to con- 
vey a moral. Animals or inanimate objects with 
human characteristics often serve as characters in 
fables. 
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Falling Action: See Denouement 


Fantasy: A literary form related to mythology and 
folklore. Fantasy literature is typically set in non- 
existent realms and features supernatural beings. 


Farce: A type of comedy characterized by broad 
humor, outlandish incidents, and often vulgar sub- 
ject matter. 


Femme fatale: A French phrase with the literal 
translation “fatal woman.” A femme fatale is a sen- 
suous, alluring woman who often leads men into 
danger or trouble. 


Fiction: Any story that is the product of imagina- 
tion rather than a documentation of fact. Charac- 
ters and events in such narratives may be based in 
real life but their ultimate form and configuration 
is a creation of the author. 

Figurative Language: A technique in writing in 
which the author temporarily interrupts the order, 
construction, or meaning of the writing for a par- 
ticular effect. This interruption takes the form of one 
or more figures of speech such as hyperbole, irony, 
or simile. Figurative language is the opposite of lit- 
eral language, in which every word is truthful, ac- 
curate, and free of exaggeration or embellishment. 


Figures of Speech: Writing that differs from cus- 
tomary conventions for construction, meaning, or- 
der, or significance for the purpose of a special 
meaning or effect. There are two major types of 
figures of speech: rhetorical figures, which do not 
make changes in the meaning of the words, and 
tropes, which do. 


Fin de siecle: A French term meaning “end of the 
century.” The term is used to denote the last decade 
of the nineteenth century, a transition period when 
writers and other artists abandoned old conventions 
and looked for new techniques and objectives. 


First Person: See Point of View 


Flashback: A device used in literature to present 
action that occurred before the beginning of the 
story. Flashbacks are often introduced as the 
dreams or recollections of one or more characters. 


Foil: A character in a work of literature whose 
physical or psychological qualities contrast 
strongly with, and therefore highlight, the corre- 
sponding qualities of another character. 


Folklore: Traditions and myths preserved in a cul- 
ture or group of people. Typically, these are passed 
on by word of mouth in various forms—such as 
legends, songs, and proverbs—or preserved in cus- 
toms and ceremonies. This term was first used by 
W. J. Thoms in 1846. 
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Folktale: A story originating in oral tradition. Folk- 
tales fall into a variety of categories, including leg- 
ends, ghost stories, fairy tales, fables, and anec- 
dotes based on historical figures and events. 


Foreshadowing: A device used in literature to cre- 
ate expectation or to set up an explanation of later 
developments. 


Form: The pattern or construction of a work which 
identifies its genre and distinguishes it from other 
genres. 


G 


Genre: A category of literary work. In critical the- 
ory, genre may refer to both the content of a given 
work—tragedy, comedy, pastoral—and to its form, 
such as poetry, novel, or drama. 


Gilded Age: A period in American history during 
the 1870s characterized by political corruption and 
materialism. A number of important novels of so- 
cial and political criticism were written during this 
time. 


Gothicism: In literary criticism, works character- 
ized by a taste for the medieval or morbidly at- 
tractive. A gothic novel prominently features ele- 
ments of horror, the supernatural, gloom, and 
violence: clanking chains, terror, charnel houses, 
ghosts, medieval castles, and mysteriously slam- 
ming doors. The term “gothic novel” is also ap- 
plied to novels that lack elements of the traditional 
Gothic setting but that create a similar atmosphere 
of terror or dread. 


Grotesque: In literary criticism, the subject matter 
of a work or a style of expression characterized by 
exaggeration, deformity, freakishness, and disor- 
der. The grotesque often includes an element of 
comic absurdity. 


H 


Harlem Renaissance: The Harlem Renaissance of 
the 1920s is generally considered the first signifi- 
cant movement of black writers and artists in the 
United States. During this period, new and estab- 
lished black writers published more fiction and po- 
etry than ever before, the first influential black lit- 
erary journals were established, and black authors 
and artists received their first widespread recogni- 
tion and serious critical appraisal. Among the ma- 
jor writers associated with this period are Claude 
McKay, Jean Toomer, Countee Cullen, Langston 
Hughes, Ama Bontemps, Nella Larsen, and Zora 
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Neale Hurston. Also known as Negro Renaissance 


and New Negro Movement. 


Hero/Heroine: The principal sympathetic charac- 
ter (male or female) in a literary work. Heroes and 
heroines typically exhibit admirable traits: ideal- 
ism, courage, and integrity, for example. 


Holocaust Literature: Literature influenced by or 
written about the Holocaust of World War II. Such 
literature includes true stories of survival in con- 
centration camps, escape, and life after the war, as 
well as fictional works and poetry. 


Humanism: A philosophy that places faith in the 
dignity of humankind and rejects the medieval per- 
ception of the individual as a weak, fallen creature. 
“Humanists” typically believe in the perfectibility 
of human nature and view reason and education as 
the means to that end. 


Hyperbole: In literary criticism, deliberate exag- 
geration used to achieve an effect. 


I 


Idiom: A word construction or verbal expression 
closely associated with a given language. 


Image: A concrete representation of an object or 
sensory experience. Typically, such a representa- 
tion helps evoke the feelings associated with the 
object or experience itself. Images are either “lit- 
eral” or “figurative.” Literal images are especially 
concrete and involve little or no extension of the 
obvious meaning of the words used to express 
them. Figurative images do not follow the literal 
meaning of the words exactly. Images in literature 
are usually visual, but the term “image” can also 
refer to the representation of any sensory experi- 
ence. 


Imagery: The array of images in a literary work. 
Also, figurative language. 


In medias res: A Latin term meaning “in the mid- 
dle of things.” It refers to the technique of begin- 
ning a story at its midpoint and then using various 
flashback devices to reveal previous action. 


Interior Monologue: A narrative technique in 
which characters’ thoughts are revealed in a way 
that appears to be uncontrolled by the author. The 
interior monologue typically aims to reveal the in- 
ner self of a character. It portrays emotional expe- 
riences as they occur at both a conscious and un- 
conscious level. Images are often used to represent 
sensations or emotions. 
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Irony: In literary criticism, the effect of language 
in which the intended meaning is the opposite of 


what is stated. 


J 


Jargon: Language that is used or understood only 
by a select group of people. Jargon may refer to 
terminology used in a certain profession, such as 
computer jargon, or it may refer to any nonsensi- 
cal language that is not understood by most peo- 
ple. 


L 


Leitmotiv: See Motif 


Literal Language: An author uses literal language 
when he or she writes without exaggerating or em- 
bellishing the subject matter and without any tools 
of figurative language. 


Lost Generation: A term first used by Gertrude 
Stein to describe the post-World War I generation 
of American writers: men and women haunted by 
a sense of betrayal and emptiness brought about by 
the destructiveness of the war. 


M 


Mannerism: Exaggerated, artificial adherence to a 
literary manner or style. Also, a popular style of 
the visual arts of late sixteenth-century Europe that 
was marked by elongation of the human form and 
by intentional spatial distortion. Literary works that 
are self-consciously high-toned and artistic are of- 
ten said to be “mannered.” 


Metaphor: A figure of speech that expresses an 
idea through the image of another object. 
Metaphors suggest the essence of the first object 
by identifying it with certain qualities of the sec- 
ond object. 


Modernism: Modern literary practices. Also, the 
principles of a literary school that lasted from 
roughly the beginning of the twentieth century un- 
til the end of World War II. Modernism is defined 
by its rejection of the literary conventions of the 
nineteenth century and by its opposition to con- 
ventional morality, taste, traditions, and economic 
values. 


Mood: The prevailing emotions of a work or of the 
author in his or her creation of the work. The mood 
of a work is not always what might be expected 
based on its subject matter. 


Motif: A theme, character type, image, metaphor, 
or other verbal element that recurs throughout a sin- 
gle work of literature or occurs in a number of dif- 
ferent works over a period of time. Also known as 
Motiv or Leitmotiv. 


Myth: An anonymous tale emerging from the tra- 
ditional beliefs of a culture or social unit. Myths 
use supernatural explanations for natural phenom- 
ena. They may also explain cosmic issues like cre- 
ation and death. Collections of myths, known as 
mythologies, are common to all cultures and na- 
tions, but the best-known myths belong to the 
Norse, Roman, and Greek mythologies. 


N 


Narration: The telling of a series of events, real 
or invented. A narration may be either a simple nar- 
rative, in which the events are recounted chrono- 
logically, or a narrative with a plot, in which the 
account is given in a style reflecting the author’s 
artistic concept of the story. Narration is sometimes 
used as a synonym for “storyline.” 


Narrative: A verse or prose accounting of an event 
or sequence of events, real or invented. The term 
is also used as an adjective in the sense “method 
of narration.” For example, in literary criticism, the 
expression “narrative technique” usually refers to 
the way the author structures and presents his or 
her story. 


Narrator: The teller of a story. The narrator may 
be the author or a character in the story through 
whom the author speaks. 


Naturalism: A literary movement of the late nine- 
teenth and early twentieth centuries. The move- 
ment’s major theorist, French novelist Emile Zola, 
envisioned a type of fiction that would examine hu- 
man life with the objectivity of scientific inquiry. 
The Naturalists typically viewed human beings as 
either the products of “biological determinism,” 
ruled by hereditary instincts and engaged in an end- 
less struggle for survival, or as the products of “‘so- 
cioeconomic determinism,” ruled by social and 
economic forces beyond their control. In their 
works, the Naturalists generally ignored the high- 
est levels of society and focused on degradation: 
poverty, alcoholism, prostitution, insanity, and dis- 
ease. 

Noble Savage: The idea that primitive man is no- 
ble and good but becomes evil and corrupted as he 
becomes civilized. The concept of the noble sav- 
age originated in the Renaissance period but is 
more closely identified with such later writers as 
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Jean-Jacques Rousseau and Aphra Behn. See also 
Primitivism. 

Novel of Ideas: A novel in which the examination 
of intellectual issues and concepts takes precedence 
over characterization or a traditional storyline. 


Novel of Manners: A novel that examines the cus- 
toms and mores of a cultural group. 


Novel: A long fictional narrative written in prose, 
which developed from the novella and other early 
forms of narrative. A novel is usually organized un- 
der a plot or theme with a focus on character de- 
velopment and action. 


Novella: An Italian term meaning “story.” This 
term has been especially used to describe four- 
teenth-century Italian tales, but it also refers to 
modern short novels. 


O 


Objective Correlative: An outward set of objects, 
a situation, or a chain of events corresponding to 
an inward experience and evoking this experience 
in the reader. The term frequently appears in mod- 
ern criticism in discussions of authors’ intended ef- 
fects on the emotional responses of readers. 
Objectivity: A quality in writing characterized by 
the absence of the author’s opinion or feeling about 
the subject matter. Objectivity is an important fac- 
tor in criticism. 


Oedipus Complex: A son’s amorous obsession 
with his mother. The phrase is derived from the 
story of the ancient Theban hero Oedipus, who un- 
knowingly killed his father and married his mother. 


Omniscience: See Point of View 


Onomatopoeia: The use of words whose sounds 
express or suggest their meaning. In its simplest 
sense, onomatopoeia may be represented by words 
that mimic the sounds they denote such as “hiss” 
or “meow.” At a more subtle level, the pattern and 
rhythm of sounds and rhymes of a line or poem 
may be onomatopoeic. 


Oxymoron: A phrase combining two contradictory 
terms. Oxymorons may be intentional or uninten- 
tional. 


P 


Parable: A story intended to teach a moral lesson 
or answer an ethical question. 

Paradox: A statement that appears illogical or con- 
tradictory at first, but may actually point to an un- 
derlying truth. 
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Parallelism: A method of comparison of two ideas 
in which each is developed in the same grammat- 


ical structure. 


Parody: In literary criticism, this term refers to an 
imitation of a serious literary work or the signature 
style of a particular author in a ridiculous manner. 
A typical parody adopts the style of the original 
and applies it to an inappropriate subject for hu- 
morous effect. Parody is a form of satire and could 
be considered the literary equivalent of a caricature 
or cartoon. 


Pastoral: A term derived from the Latin word “pas- 
tor,’ meaning shepherd. A pastoral is a literary 
composition on a rural theme. The conventions of 
the pastoral were originated by the third-century 
Greek poet Theocritus, who wrote about the expe- 
riences, love affairs, and pastimes of Sicilian shep- 
herds. In a pastoral, characters and language of a 
courtly nature are often placed in a simple setting. 
The term pastoral is also used to classify dramas, 
elegies, and lyrics that exhibit the use of country 
settings and shepherd characters. 


Pen Name: See Pseudonym 


Persona: A Latin term meaning “mask.” Personae 
are the characters in a fictional work of literature. 
The persona generally functions as a mask through 
which the author tells a story in a voice other than 
his or her own. A persona is usually either a char- 
acter in a story who acts as a narrator or an “im- 
plied author,” a voice created by the author to act 
as the narrator for himself or herself. 


Personification: A figure of speech that gives hu- 
man qualities to abstract ideas, animals, and inan- 
imate objects. Also known as Prosopopoeia. 


Picaresque Novel: Episodic fiction depicting the 
adventures of a roguish central character (“picaro” 
is Spanish for “rogue’”). The picaresque hero is 
commonly a low-born but clever individual who 
wanders into and out of various affairs of love, dan- 
ger, and farcical intrigue. These involvements may 
take place at all social levels and typically present 
a humorous and wide-ranging satire of a given so- 
ciety. 

Plagiarism: Claiming another person’s written ma- 
terial as one’s own. Plagiarism can take the form 
of direct, word-for-word copying or the theft of the 
substance or idea of the work. 


Plot: In literary criticism, this term refers to the 
pattern of events in a narrative or drama. In its sim- 
plest sense, the plot guides the author in compos- 
ing the work and helps the reader follow the work. 
Typically, plots exhibit causality and unity and 
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have a beginning, a middle, and an end. Sometimes, 
however, a plot may consist of a series of discon- 
nected events, in which case it is known as an 


“episodic plot.” 


Poetic Justice: An outcome in a literary work, not 
necessarily a poem, in which the good are rewarded 
and the evil are punished, especially in ways that 
particularly fit their virtues or crimes. 


Poetic License: Distortions of fact and literary 
convention made by a writer—not always a poet— 
for the sake of the effect gained. Poetic license is 
closely related to the concept of “artistic freedom.” 


Poetics: This term has two closely related mean- 
ings. It denotes (1) an aesthetic theory in literary 
criticism about the essence of poetry or (2) rules 
prescribing the proper methods, content, style, or 
diction of poetry. The term poetics may also refer 
to theories about literature in general, not just po- 
etry. 

Point of View: The narrative perspective from 
which a literary work is presented to the reader. 
There are four traditional points of view. The “third 
person omniscient” gives the reader a “godlike” 
perspective, unrestricted by time or place, from 
which to see actions and look into the minds of 
characters. This allows the author to comment 
openly on characters and events in the work. The 
“third person” point of view presents the events of 
the story from outside of any single character’s per- 
ception, much like the omniscient point of view, 
but the reader must understand the action as it takes 
place and without any special insight into charac- 
ters’ minds or motivations. The “first person” or 
“personal” point of view relates events as they are 
perceived by a single character. The main charac- 
ter “tells” the story and may offer opinions about 
the action and characters which differ from those 
of the author. Much less common than omniscient, 
third person, and first person is the “second per- 
son” point of view, wherein the author tells the 
story as if it is happening to the reader. 


Polemic: A work in which the author takes a stand 
on a controversial subject, such as abortion or re- 
ligion. Such works are often extremely argumenta- 
tive or provocative. 


Pornography: Writing intended to provoke feel- 
ings of lust in the reader. Such works are often con- 
demned by critics and teachers, but those which can 
be shown to have literary value are viewed less 
harshly. 


Post-Aesthetic Movement: An artistic response 
made by African Americans to the black aesthetic 


movement of the 1960s and early ’70s. Writers 
since that time have adopted a somewhat different 
tone in their work, with less emphasis placed on 
the disparity between black and white in the United 
States. In the words of post-aesthetic authors such 
as Toni Morrison, John Edgar Wideman, and 
Kristin Hunter, African Americans are portrayed as 
looking inward for answers to their own questions, 
rather than always looking to the outside world. 


Postmodernism: Writing from the 1960s forward 
characterized by experimentation and continuing to 
apply some of the fundamentals of modernism, 
which included existentialism and alienation. Post- 
modernists have gone a step further in the rejection 
of tradition begun with the modernists by also re- 
jecting traditional forms, preferring the anti-novel 
over the novel and the antihero over the hero. 
Primitivism: The belief that primitive peoples 
were nobler and less flawed than civilized peoples 
because they had not been subjected to the tainting 
influence of society. See also Noble Savage. 


Prologue: An introductory section of a literary 
work. It often contains information establishing the 
situation of the characters or presents information 
about the setting, time period, or action. In drama, 
the prologue is spoken by a chorus or by one of the 
principal characters. 


Prose: A literary medium that attempts to mirror 
the language of everyday speech. It is distinguished 
from poetry by its use of unmetered, unrhymed lan- 
guage consisting of logically related sentences. 
Prose is usually grouped into paragraphs that form 
a cohesive whole such as an essay or a novel. 


Prosopopoeia: See Personification 


Protagonist: The central character of a story who 
serves as a focus for its themes and incidents and 
as the principal rationale for its development. The 
protagonist is sometimes referred to in discussions 
of modern literature as the hero or antihero. 


Protest Fiction: Protest fiction has as its primary 
purpose the protesting of some social injustice, 
such as racism or discrimination. 


Proverb: A brief, sage saying that expresses a truth 
about life in a striking manner. 


Pseudonym: A name assumed by a writer, most 
often intended to prevent his or her identification 
as the author of a work. Two or more authors may 
work together under one pseudonym, or an author 
may use a different name for each genre he or she 
publishes in. Some publishing companies maintain 
“house pseudonyms,” under which any number of 
authors may write installations in a series. Some 
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authors also choose a pseudonym over their real 
names the way an actor may use a stage name. 


Pun: A play on words that have similar sounds but 
different meanings. 


R 


Realism: A nineteenth-century European literary 
movement that sought to portray familiar charac- 
ters, situations, and settings in a realistic manner. 
This was done primarily by using an objective nar- 
rative point of view and through the buildup of ac- 
curate detail. The standard for success of any real- 
istic work depends on how faithfully it transfers 
common experience into fictional forms. The real- 
istic method may be altered or extended, as in 
stream of consciousness writing, to record highly 
subjective experience. 


Repartee: Conversation featuring snappy retorts 
and witticisms. 


Resolution: The portion of a story following the 
climax, in which the conflict is resolved. See also 
Denouement. 


Rhetoric: In literary criticism, this term denotes 
the art of ethical persuasion. In its strictest sense, 
rhetoric adheres to various principles developed 
since classical times for arranging facts and ideas 
in a clear, persuasive, appealing manner. The term 
is also used to refer to effective prose in general 
and theories of or methods for composing effective 
prose. 


Rhetorical Question: A question intended to pro- 
voke thought, but not an expressed answer, in the 
reader. It is most commonly used in oratory and 
other persuasive genres. 


Rising Action: The part of a drama where the plot 
becomes increasingly complicated. Rising action 
leads up to the climax, or turning point, of a drama. 


Roman a clef: A French phrase meaning “novel 
with a key.” It refers to a narrative in which real 
persons are portrayed under fictitious names. 


Romance: A broad term, usually denoting a nar- 
rative with exotic, exaggerated, often idealized 
characters, scenes, and themes. 


Romanticism: This term has two widely accepted 
meanings. In historical criticism, it refers to a Eu- 
ropean intellectual and artistic movement of the late 
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries that 
sought greater freedom of personal expression than 
that allowed by the strict rules of literary form and 
logic of the eighteenth-century neoclassicists. The 
Romantics preferred emotional and imaginative ex- 
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pression to rational analysis. They considered the 
individual to be at the center of all experience and 
so placed him or her at the center of their art. The 
Romantics believed that the creative imagination 
reveals nobler truths—unique feelings and _atti- 
tudes—than those that could be discovered by logic 
or by scientific examination. Both the natural world 
and the state of childhood were important sources 
for revelations of “eternal truths.” “Romanticism” 
is also used as a general term to refer to a type of 
sensibility found in all periods of literary history 
and usually considered to be in opposition to the 
principles of classicism. In this sense, Romanticism 
signifies any work or philosophy in which the ex- 
otic or dreamlike figure strongly, or that is devoted 
to individualistic expression, self-analysis, or a pur- 
suit of a higher realm of knowledge than can be 
discovered by human reason. 


Romantics: See Romanticism 


S 


Satire: A work that uses ridicule, humor, and wit 
to criticize and provoke change in human nature 
and institutions. There are two major types of 
satire: “formal” or “direct” satire speaks directly to 
the reader or to a character in the work; “indirect” 
satire relies upon the ridiculous behavior of its char- 
acters to make its point. Formal satire is further di- 
vided into two manners: the “Horatian,” which 
ridicules gently, and the “Juvenalian,” which de- 
rides its subjects harshly and bitterly. 


Science Fiction: A type of narrative about or based 
upon real or imagined scientific theories and tech- 
nology. Science fiction is often peopled with alien 
creatures and set on other planets or in different di- 
mensions. 


Second Person: See Point of View 


Setting: The time, place, and culture in which the 
action of a narrative takes place. The elements of 
setting may include geographic location, charac- 
ters’ physical and mental environments, prevailing 
cultural attitudes, or the historical time in which the 
action takes place. 


Simile: A comparison, usually using “like” or “as”, 
of two essentially dissimilar things, as in “coffee as 
cold as ice” or “He sounded like a broken record.” 


Slang: A type of informal verbal communication 
that is generally unacceptable for formal writing. 
Slang words and phrases are often colorful exag- 
gerations used to emphasize the speaker’s point; 
they may also be shortened versions of an often- 
used word or phrase. 
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Slave Narrative: Autobiographical accounts of 
American slave life as told by escaped slaves. 
These works first appeared during the abolition 
movement of the 1830s through the 1850s. 


Socialist Realism: The Socialist Realism school of 
literary theory was proposed by Maxim Gorky and 
established as a dogma by the first Soviet Congress 
of Writers. It demanded adherence to a communist 
worldview in works of literature. Its doctrines re- 
quired an objective viewpoint comprehensible to 
the working classes and themes of social struggle 
featuring strong proletarian heroes. Also known as 
Social Realism. 


Stereotype: A stereotype was originally the name 
for a duplication made during the printing process; 
this led to its modern definition as a person or thing 
that is (or is assumed to be) the same as all others 
of its type. 


Stream of Consciousness: A narrative technique 
for rendering the inward experience of a charac- 
ter. This technique is designed to give the impres- 
sion of an ever-changing series of thoughts, emo- 
tions, images, and memories in the spontaneous 
and seemingly illogical order that they occur in 
life. 


Structure: The form taken by a piece of literature. 
The structure may be made obvious for ease of un- 
derstanding, as in nonfiction works, or may ob- 
scured for artistic purposes, as in some poetry or 
seemingly “unstructured” prose. 


Sturm und Drang: A German term meaning 
“storm and stress.” It refers to a German literary 
movement of the 1770s and 1780s that reacted 
against the order and rationalism of the enlighten- 
ment, focusing instead on the intense experience of 
extraordinary individuals. 


Style: A writer’s distinctive manner of arranging 
words to suit his or her ideas and purpose in writ- 
ing. The unique imprint of the author’s personality 
upon his or her writing, style is the product of an 
author’s way of arranging ideas and his or her use 
of diction, different sentence structures, rhythm, 
figures of speech, rhetorical principles, and other 
elements of composition. 


Subjectivity: Writing that expresses the author’s 
personal feelings about his subject, and which may 
or may not include factual information about the 
subject. 


Subplot: A secondary story in a narrative. A sub- 
plot may serve as a motivating or complicating 
force for the main plot of the work, or it may pro- 
vide emphasis for, or relief from, the main plot. 


Surrealism: A term introduced to criticism by 
Guillaume Apollinaire and later adopted by Andre 
Breton. It refers to a French literary and artistic 
movement founded in the 1920s. The Surrealists 
sought to express unconscious thoughts and feel- 
ings in their works. The best-known technique used 
for achieving this aim was automatic writing—tran- 
scriptions of spontaneous outpourings from the un- 
conscious. The Surrealists proposed to unify the 
contrary levels of conscious and unconscious, 
dream and reality, objectivity and subjectivity into 
a new level of “super-realism.” 


Suspense: A literary device in which the author 
maintains the audience’s attention through the 
buildup of events, the outcome of which will soon 
be revealed. 


Symbol: Something that suggests or stands for 
something else without losing its original identity. 
In literature, symbols combine their literal mean- 
ing with the suggestion of an abstract concept. Lit- 
erary symbols are of two types: those that carry 
complex associations of meaning no matter what 
their contexts, and those that derive their sugges- 
tive meaning from their functions in specific liter- 
ary works. 


Symbolism: This term has two widely accepted 
meanings. In historical criticism, it denotes an early 
modernist literary movement initiated in France 
during the nineteenth century that reacted against 
the prevailing standards of realism. Writers in this 
movement aimed to evoke, indirectly and symbol- 
ically, an order of being beyond the material world 
of the five senses. Poetic expression of personal 
emotion figured strongly in the movement, typi- 
cally by means of a private set of symbols uniquely 
identifiable with the individual poet. The principal 
aim of the Symbolists was to express in words the 
highly complex feelings that grew out of everyday 
contact with the world. In a broader sense, the term 
“symbolism” refers to the use of one object to rep- 
resent another. 


T 


Tall Tale: A humorous tale told in a straightfor- 
ward, credible tone but relating absolutely impos- 
sible events or feats of the characters. Such tales 
were commonly told of frontier adventures during 
the settlement of the west in the United States. 


Theme: The main point of a work of literature. The 
term is used interchangeably with thesis. 


Thesis: A thesis is both an essay and the point ar- 
gued in the essay. Thesis novels and thesis plays 
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share the quality of containing a thesis which is 
supported through the action of the story. 


Third Person: See Point of View 


Tone: The author’s attitude toward his or her au- 
dience may be deduced from the tone of the work. 
A formal tone may create distance or convey po- 
liteness, while an informal tone may encourage a 
friendly, intimate, or intrusive feeling in the reader. 
The author’s attitude toward his or her subject mat- 
ter may also be deduced from the tone of the words 
he or she uses in discussing it. 


Transcendentalism: An American philosophical 
and religious movement, based in New England 
from around 1835 until the Civil War. Transcen- 
dentalism was a form of American romanticism 
that had its roots abroad in the works of Thomas 
Carlyle, Samuel Coleridge, and Johann Wolfgang 
von Goethe. The Transcendentalists stressed the 
importance of intuition and subjective experience 
in communication with God. They rejected reli- 
gious dogma and texts in favor of mysticism and 
scientific naturalism. They pursued truths that lie 
beyond the “colorless” realms perceived by reason 
and the senses and were active social reformers in 
public education, women’s rights, and the abolition 
of slavery. 


U 


Urban Realism: A branch of realist writing that 
attempts to accurately reflect the often harsh facts 
of modern urban existence. 


Utopia: A fictional perfect place, such as “par- 
adise” or “heaven.” 
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Verisimilitude: Literally, the appearance of truth. 
In literary criticism, the term refers to aspects of a 
work of literature that seem true to the reader. 





Victorian: Refers broadly to the reign of Queen 
Victoria of England (1837-1901) and to anything 
with qualities typical of that era. For example, the 
qualities of smug narrowmindedness, bourgeois 
materialism, faith in social progress, and priggish 
morality are often considered Victorian. This 
stereotype is contradicted by such dramatic intel- 
lectual developments as the theories of Charles 
Darwin, Karl Marx, and Sigmund Freud (which 
stirred strong debates in England) and the critical 
attitudes of serious Victorian writers like Charles 
Dickens and George Eliot. In literature, the Victo- 
rian Period was the great age of the English novel, 
and the latter part of the era saw the rise of move- 
ments such as decadence and symbolism. Also 
known as Victorian Age and Victorian Period. 


Ww 


Weltanschauung: A German term referring to a 
person’s worldview or philosophy. 


Weltschmerz: A German term meaning “world 
pain.” It describes a sense of anguish about the na- 
ture of existence, usually associated with a melan- 
choly, pessimistic attitude. 


Z 


Zeitgeist: A German term meaning “spirit of the 
time.” It refers to the moral and intellectual trends 
of a given era. 
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98, 100-01, 103-09 
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118-21, 123 
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Wuthering Heights: 310-11, 
316-18 
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The Great Gatsby: 82-83 
A Separate Peace: 258-59 
Things Fall Apart: 269-70, 272, 
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The Chocolate War: 11 
Good and Evil 
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Invisible Man: 165 
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I Know Why the Caged Bird 
Sings: 133, 140 
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The Great Gatsby: 73-74, 76-77, 
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120-21 
Invisible Man: 153, 162 
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Things Fall Apart: 264-65, 
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320 
Law and Order 
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I Know Why the Caged Bird 
Sings: 135, 141-43 
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To Kill a Mockingbird: 285-88, 
292-98, 300-07 
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The Chocolate War: 3 
Dinner at the Homesick 
Restaurant: 34 
Wuthering Heights: 322 
Love and Passion 
Wuthering Heights: 308, 310-11, 
315-17, 319-20, 323-27 
Love and Passion 
Dinner at the Homesick 
Restaurant: 30-31 
Flowers for Algernon: 46-47, 
51-53 
The Great Gatsby: 64-65, 67-68, 
71-72, 77-78, 80-82 
Heart of Darkness: 108 
To Kill a Mockingbird: 300-02 
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Lord of the Flies: 191 
Wuthering Heights: 310, 315, 
320, 323-25 
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Marriage 
Dinner at the Homesick 
Restaurant: 24-25, 29, 32 
My Antonia: 196, 204-05, 
212-13 
Wuthering Heights: 321-25 
Masculinity 
One Flew Over the Cuckoo's 
Nest: 235-37 
Things Fall Apart: 276-77 
Materialism 
The Great Gatsby: 73 
Memory and Reminiscence 
My Antonia: 197-99, 205, 
208-09 
Memory and Reminiscence 
Dinner at the Homesick 
Restaurant: 24-25, 30, 32 
Mental and Physical Infirmity 
Flowers for Algernon: 44—47, 52, 
54, 56, 62-63 
A Separate Peace: 242 
Mental Instability 
One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s 
Nest: 220~21, 226-28 
A Separate Peace: 243 
Mexico 
The House on Mango Street: 
121-22 
Modernism 
Heart of Darkness: 104—05 
Monarchy 
Heart of Darkness: 100-01 
Money and Economics 
The Chocolate War: 12-13 
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I Know Why the Caged Bird 
Sings: 142-43 
Things Fall Apart: 272 
Moral Corruption 
The Great Gatsby: 71, 73 
Heart of Darkness: 97 
Morals and Morality 
Lord of the Flies: 174, 181-83, 
186 
Morals and Morality 
The Chocolate War: 10-13 
The Great Gatsby: 64-65, 71, 
73-74, 82, 84-85 
Heart of Darkness: 87, 95-98, 
102 
I Know Why the Caged Bird 
Sings: 147-48 
A Separate Peace: 247 
Things Fall Apart: 271, 275 
To Kill a Mockingbird: 287, 293, 
295, 298 
Wuthering Heights: 326-27 
Murder 
I Know Why the Caged Bird 
Sings: 139-40, 143 
Invisible Man: 156 
My Antonia: 198 
To Kill a Mockingbird: 296-97, 
303, 305-06 
Music 
I Know Why the Caged Bird 
Sings: 150-51 
Invisible Man: 162, 165, 169-70 
My Antonia: 198, 204, 209, 217 
To Kill a Mockingbird: 300-02 
Myths and Legends 
The Great Gatsby: 79, 82-84 
Invisible Man: 170-72 
Lord of the Flies: 182, 184, 186 
One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s 
Nest: 229-30 
A Separate Peace: 258-60 
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Nationalism and Patriotism 
Invisible Man: 156, 162, 164-65 
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Wuthering Heights: 308, 316-17, 
319-20 
Nature 
Dinner at the Homesick 
Restaurant: 35 
Lord of the Flies: 183, 189-90, 
192-93 
A Separate Peace: 249, 255, 
257-60 
Nigeria 
Things Fall Apart: 262-63, 265, 
271-75, 279-80 
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Nightmare 
Wuthering Heights: 310 
1920s 
The Great Gatsby: 64, 72, 75, 84 
1930s 
I Know Why the Caged Bird 
Sings: 135, 143 
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To Kill a Mockingbird: 285-86, 
295-97 
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I Know Why the Caged Bird 
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Order and Disorder 
Heart of Darkness: 95 
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My Antonia: 205-06, 216 
Patience 
One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s 
Nest: 229, 235 
Peer Pressure 
The Chocolate War: 9-10 
Perception 
Flowers for Algernon: 46-47 
Permanence 
My Antonia: 209, 211-12 
Perseverance 
I Know Why the Caged Bird 
Sings: 144, 146 
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The Great Gatsby: 70 
Lord of the Flies: 187-88 
Philosophical Ideas 
Dinner at the Homesick 
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Heart of Darkness: 102-05 
Plants 
Lord of the Flies: 185 
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The House on Mango Street: 115, 
120-21 
Politics 
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The Great Gatsby: 74-75 
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Prehistoric Age 
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Flowers for Algernon: 52 
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Restaurant: 36-38 
Wuthering Heights: 324-25 
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The Great Gatsby: 74 
I Know Why the Caged Bird 
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186-88 
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Nest: 218, 227, 230, 234-36 
To Kill a Mockingbird: 285, 287, 
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The Great Gatsby: 73 
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193-94 
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Wuthering Heights: 308, 315-16 
Revenge 
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Sacrifice 
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Nest: 226 
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The Chocolate War: 10 
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Heart of Darkness: 96 
One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s 
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Satire 
The Great Gatsby: 73-74 
Science and Technology 
Flowers for Algernon: 46, 51, 53, 
55 
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Invisible Man: 171 
Lord of the Flies: 181-83, 186 
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Nest: 219-20, 226-27, 229 
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Heart of Darkness: 87-90, 100, 
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Lord of the Flies: 177, 182-85, 
192-95 
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Self-Realization 
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Sex and Sexuality 
Flowers for Algernon: 46—47, 52, 
55 
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I Know Why the Caged Bird 
Sings: 146-48 
One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s 
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Sexual Abuse 
I Know Why the Caged Bird 
Sings: 135, 147-49 
To Kill a Mockingbird: 285, 287, 
292 
Sickness 
Wuthering Heights: 308, 310, 318 
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The Chocolate War: 10-11 
The Great Gatsby: 71-72 
A Separate Peace: 254 
Things Fall Apart: 262, 264 
To Kill a Mockingbird: 287, 
293-95 
Wuthering Heights: 325-26 
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Heart of Darkness: 87, 90 
Spiritual Leaders 
Things Fall Apart: 264, 271-72 
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The Great Gatsby: 75 
Lord of the Flies: 178-79, 183 
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Nest: 220, 227 
A Separate Peace: 240, 242-43, 
258-59 
Things Fall Apart: 264, 268 
Storms and Weather Conditions 
Lord of the Flies: 176-77, 185 
Wuthering Heights: 309, 316-18, 
320 
Suicide 
My Antonia: 198 
Things Fall Apart: 265 
Supernatural 
Wuthering Heights: 316-17 


T 


Time and Change 
Flowers for Algernon: 47, 53, 56 
Tragedy 
Flowers for Algernon: 51-53 
Things Fall Apart: 263, 270, 
276-78 
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Heart of Darkness: 87, 96-97, 
102 
Understanding 
Flowers for Algernon: 54 
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Vietnam War 
I Know Why the Caged Bird 
Sings: 141 
A Separate Peace: 250 
Violence and Cruelty 
Heart of Darkness: 97 
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War 
A Separate Peace: 247 
War, the Military, and Soldier Life 
The Great Gatsby: 14 
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Lord of the Flies: 177, 182-86 
My Antonia: 207-08 
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World War II 
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